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PREFACE

This report is part of the National Center for Research in Vocational Education's
(NCRVE) continuing effort to understand vocational curriculum and instructional methods. It
provides an analysis of the teaching and learning of “generic” workplace skills in several voca-
tional classrooms. We hope this exploratory study will guide future thinking about teaching
goneric skills and provide a starting point for designing curricula and courses that include these
important skills. This study should be of interest to researchers, practitioners, and policymak-
ers in both academic and vocational education who are involved in efforts nationwide to revi-
talize our secondary schools.
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SUMMARY

The latest wave of school reform seeks to reconceptualise schooling for most studentas.
Proposals calling for instructional reform come from many constituencies, with different agen-
das, but have a similar thrust: instruction should emphasize “generic skills” as much as, or
more than, it does occupation-specific or domain-specific knowledge and skills. The assump-
tion is that generic skills will enable people to (1) cooperate and communicate for group prob-
lem solving, (2) identify and define problems in complex environments, (3) seek, acquire, and
synthesize new information, and (4) adapt to changes and gape of information in the problem-
solving environment. With these skills, workers will be better able to adapt to changing forms
of American industry and the occupational structures supporting it.

To teach these skills, schools must formulate clear educational policies and practices.
This is difficult under current circumstances, however, because the term is not clearly defined
in the academic literature or in research on the workplace, job changes, economic trends, and
80 on. This prevents educators from examining several important questions: What generic
skills are needed? Are they being taught? Can these skills be taught? How can we structure
schooling to develop these skills?

This report represents an initial effort to answer thess questions. The analysis begins

" with a conceptual framework for defining generic skills. Obssrvational data from vocational

education programs that claim to develop generic skills through their curriculum are analysed
from the perspectives of this framework and cognitive acience research on learning and teach-
ing. This analysis aims to understand acquisition of target skills et a level that will inform
curriculum development and teacher training. The study sought answers to three questions:
What generic skills are being taught? How are they taught? How does the instructional con-
text affect instruction? Findings from this exploratory study have several implications for
future research on generic skills, for educating diverse student populations, and for reforms
advocating the integration of academic and vocational education.

A CONCEPTUALIZATION OF GENERIC SKILLS

From our analysis of the varied litersture, we discerned two basic categoriss of “generic
skills”; basic or enabling skills include abilitiss ranging from reading and simple mathemat-
ics to “life skills,” e.g., reading a schedule or filling out a form; complex reasoning skills
include skills for defining and solving problems, critical thinking, knowledge acquisition,
evaluating problem solutions, etc.

In addition to these skills, which define a person’s compsetency for a task, are the motiva-
tional style or dispositions that influence task performance, such as the motivation for choos-
ing or doing the task and confidence in one’s ability to do it.

There is some debate about the relative importance of these skills and dispositions for
employability, productivity, and success. None alone seems sufficient. If people are not
motivated for work, their basic or complex skills will be wasted. Conversely, if people bubble
over with enthusissm but lack needed skills, they may be more hindrance than belp, though
possibly good candidates for education or skill training.

While generic skills and dispositions are all necessary for successful completion of many
tasks, complex reasoning skills are among the akills that employers desire most and that school
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reformers hope to impart. For this reason we focus on complex reasoning skills—in particular,
on generic problem-solving akills identified by a human information processing modsl of cogni-
tion. The concepts presented in this model form a basic vocabulary for analyzing complex rea-
soning behavior. It identifies several actions in problem solving that are generalisable across
domains. These actions, coupled with relevant domain knowledge, enable people to act as
intelligent problem solvers. These generic reasoning skills are:

Recognition of the problem

Analysis of the problem

Generation of solution paths

Evaluation of (partial) solution paths or monitoring as you go
Repair

Reflection (after a solution is achieved)

This list of skills provides a starting place for determining whether complex reasoning is
taught in vocational classrooms that claim to develop such skills.

WHAT SKILLS ARE TAUGHT?

The analysis reported here is based on an ethnographic case study of a secondary-level
interior design class administered by a local Regional Occupational Program (ROP), site visits
to technical and nontechnical clussrooms where teachers reportedly emphasize domain-general
skills, and elite interviews with teachers, a program administrator, and a local employer. We
found that these vocational teachers taught several generic problem-solving skills and also
stressed development of positive dispositions.

First, teachers taught several specific problem-solving skills embedded in cooperative
working arrangements wherein students worked together to solve “authentic” problems. In the
case of interior design, students worked for approximately six weeks on a project to design and
furnish a six-room Victorian house. In this class (and others), we observed the teaching or use
of several generic problem-solving skills. In some cases, the teacher specifically taught or
coached the skill; in others, he or she structured the learning environment so that students had
an opportunity to use the skills (or at least be exposed to them).

® Repair shills and learn from errors. Teachers encouraged students to try different ideas
without fear of failure. They believed that mistakes serve to focus a student’s efforts:
“When they correct mistakes, they will remember what they did.”

o Analyse/specify parts of the problem and generate solution paths. Theee skills appeared
as we saw students determine goals (e.g., understand the teacher’s requirements for
completion), set solution criteria (e.g., what should be done to get an “A"), identify
constraints and assumptions (both the teacher’s and the imaginary client's), identify
resources (e.g., special talents of group members), and access relevant domain-specific
knowledge (e.g., carpet samples, wallpaper books).

o Generate solution paths. Students had to decide whether the entire group should work
on each part of a project collectively or whether to assign students to different tasks.
o KEvaluate (partial) solution paths or monitor as you go. The ill-defined and long-term
project required students to organize their goals and manage subtasks to ensure finish-

ing by the deadline.
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Reflection (after a solution is achieved). This involves doing a post hoc analysis of a
solution and its generation to improve performance next time. The teacher asked the
design students to fill out a review sheet in which they were to critique the successes
and failures of their project and group and to “figure out why no one is to blame” (for
any failures).

These vocational teachers also emphasized student acquisition of generally useful atti-
tudes and work habits. They held that a realistic appreciation of the contingencies present in
the world outside of school was as important as (if not more important than) learning particu-
lar job-related knowledge or skills. The dispositions or attitudes they stressed included:

Ability to make decisions. To complete projects students had to define their own prob-
lem, find their own tools for solving the problem, and judge their own solutions.

Take responsibility for one’s own decisions; devalue appeals to authority. Teachers con-
sistently deflected requests for information and help when they knew the students
could solve a problem themselves.

Boldness in decision making. Teachers recognized that many students are very reluc-
tant to make significant decisions and countered this tendency by encouraging
students to be “bold.” Stressing boldness in decision making reflected the teachers’
concern that many classroom experiences teach students to fear “standing up for
themselves.”

Learning the parameters of workplace situations. The teachers attempted to help
students appreciate the contingencies of the world outside school by making the class-
room environment closer to the authentic work environments in which students will
eventually find themselves. Teachers did not shy away from exposing students to
some of the harder realities of the workplace. For example, if students complained
about deadlines they were often met with the response that in the workplace a missed
deadline has serious consequences.

Cooperative shills. Several factors conspired to make cooperative skills important in
the classrooms. Group projects required students to work together. Cooperation was
explicitly sanctioned and discussed, using the term “consensus process.” In this pro-
cess, students made decisions (e.g., selecting fabric) by offering their choices and at
least one reason to justify their selection (the rationale). Other students were required
to respond to that choice and debate it in terms of the offered rationale. Cooperation
also resulted from the teacher’s insistence on making the students use the environ-
ment to solve their problems, rather than relying on the teacher’s authority and exper-
tise.

Teachers did not administer tests to assees student acquisition of these skills and disposi-
tions, but evaluated students on a more individual basis. In interior design, for example, stu-
dent grades depended less on the “excellence” of a project solution than on the teacher’s esti-
mate of how far the student had coms during the semester.

HOW THE CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENTS SUPPORTED LEARNING

For purposes of discussion, we divide the classroom environments into three categories:
curriculum and classroom, teacher policiss, and teaching techniques.
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Curriculum and Classroom Features

Two features of the curriculum stood out: project-based activities and freedom in orga-
nizing projects. Teachers designed project-based courses in which students could make many
choices in an environment free from typical classroom rules. The project set the siage for fos-
tering and supporting a variety of goneric problem-solving skills and dispositions. Projects
enhsr.ced the “authenticity” of the learning experience, particularly where they were ltmctured
to miniic, as much as possible, an actual working environment.

The way the projects were organized also contributed to student learning. In these class-
rooms, we observed a high degree of student choice at many levels: choice of projects, no inter-
mediate milestones, student work was self-paced, teachers resisted intervention, and students
performed different tasks and learned different skills.

Teacher Policies

The teachers had several broad rules of thumb or policies that seem to govern how they
informed and interacted with students.

Teacher and student on an “equal” footing. Many observations suggested that uachen
strove to interact with students “on their level” or perbaps to elevate students to the teacher's
levei. This was most easily seen in the casual friendliness and respectfulness of teacher-
student interactions. The existence of this common level was clearly understood explicitly by
the teachers and perhaps more implicitly by the students.

Master-apprentice relationship more than student-teacher. Broadly, the kind of relation-
ship we observed arising between student and teacher was neither the usual student-teacher
relationship nor a strictly collegial ons. Rather, in some respects, it resembled the roles of
master and apprentice. The teacher was regarded as the expert or “model” practitioner of the
craft and also possessed a greater associated factual knowledge and skill. On the other hand,
the student had a limited knowledge of facts and skill but was increasing both continually.
Although the teachers were competent lecturers, they placed little emphasis on this way of
imparting information. Rather, one-on-one tutoring or master-apprentice interactions were the
main methods by which teachers distributed information and shaped student progress.

“Adult” learning model Much of the teachers’ behavior can be accounted for by their
explicit view that students are mature, reasonably experienced, and motivated to learn. We
observed several ways in which this model worked well for the students: it promoted an egali-
tarian atmosphere in class, it permitted greater time-on-task in projects, and it enabled teach-
ers to focus more of their teaching efforts on “micro-apprenticeships” than lectures.

Class projects as business; accountability. Throughout project work, the teachers continu-
ally shaped students’ learning and performance by relating aspects of the project to the work-
place. Projects were initially motivated by their relationship to external factors and, in many
cases, the activities students were engaged in during their project simulated real working tasks.

Techniques

Teachers employed specific teaching techniques to implement their policies. In particu-
lar, they employed several techniques to solve some of the problems that can arise in a
project-centered classroom where students are given considerable freedom.

Techaiques for encouraging boldness and independancs—a “fail-soft” environ-
ment. Teachers recognized that students would not be willing to make bold, independent
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decisions in an environment that harshly penalizes the failures that ineﬁubly result. Several
teacher techniques insured that studenta did not regard failure as undesirable.

o Attempts at creative solutions regarred as intrinsically desirable. The interior design
teacher made it very clear to her students tha: the act of trying unusual aesign combi-
nations would be rewardsd regardless of their quality. Students with “objectively”
poor projects could get high grades if they had shown attempts at creative thinking
and consistent attention to the task at hand. |

o Refraining from correcting errors. Teachers often did not correct student errors but
pursusd more constructive approachss—they might provide alternatives to the
students’ proposals but would “force” students to make the final judgement.

o Negative feedback without negative uffect. Two ieachers we obssrved were excep-
tionally gifted in being able to communicate criticism or negative in‘ormation without
threatening students. The students cppeared to understand that criticism did not
mean & Joss of respect or caring.

o Constructive use of failures. Both teachers were ahle to turn failed attempts at problem
solution into positive learning experiences, by encouraging students’ attempts to gen-
erate many solution paths in confronting a problem.

Techniques for dealing with students who are not prooseding in unison. One of
the major challenges facing the teachers was the problem of dealing with students who ere
often simultaneously engaging in very different tasks. The teachers appeared ‘o use several
tools or tactics: :

o Motivation and responsibility. Teachers motivated students by holding high expecta-
tions, including student responsibility for their own work and behavior. Motivated
students generally require relatively liitle minute-to-minute monitoring.

¢ Grading. As in most classes, final grades appeared to be ar important tool in keeping
students on task.

e Group management shills. Teachers had excellent monitoring and disgnosis abilities.
They could rapidly scan a class and determine when a student’s mistake had gone too
far. Then the teachers would intervene, often orchestrating the encounter at a dis-

tance.

o Apprenticeship and micro-teaching techniques. Teachers accepted the need to fre-
quently repest information to students, and they turned that burden into ¢ benefit by
delegating that authority to students who had already been tutored.

Techniques for dealing with students who are solving ill-defined problems.
Because students were not usad to dealing with ill- defined problems, we saw many instances of
floundering and low productivity in early stages of the project. For the most part, teachers let
this happen. The interior design teachsr felt that giving students more detailed project
requirements would threaten their creative reasoning and interfere with boldness in decision
making. She was willing to lst studants flounder early in the project in return for interesting
ideas later.

EXTERNAL FACTORS THAT SHAPED TEE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Many different xinde of factors can influence what goes on in schools. While we can't
often link thess characteristics directly to student learning or persistecce in school, we know
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that they can either enable or constrain classroom teaching and learning. From our observa-
tions and interviews we formed a picture of the factors that affect instruction in the interior
design class. Our major conclusion is that two key factors shaped instruction: teacher auton-
omy and the teacher’s educational philosophy. While school and organizational policies highly
affect the former, they Lave little direct impact on the attitudes that the teacher brings to the
¢lassroom. | ’

Ressarch points to three enabling conditions that appear to promots high-quality teaching
and learning to the degree that they exist in schools: access to knowledge, press for achieve-
ment, and professional teaching conditions. Aspects of the achool context work both for and
against these conditions. In the interior design class we observed, access to knowledge was
promote! because the teacher had the resources to purchase necessary material to support the
house design project and because students had opportunities to leamm by working in a local
retail store.

Press fo: achievement—institutional pressures that the school exerts to get studenta to
wnrk herd and achieve—was not stressed for vocational students by the school administration:
the academic curriculum takes precedence over the vocational, and college enrollment figures
are used to measure school success. The vocational teachers, however, fostered press for
ackiesvement by having high expectations for students and valuing growth in the quality of
their work.

The interior design teacher faced a mix of professional teaching conditions that can either
empower or constrain teachers as they attempt to create and implement irstructional pro-
grams. Or the positive side, she had little paperwork or bureaucratic requirements, a very sup-
portive administrator, and autonomy in making classroom curriculum and instructional deci-

. gions. On the negative side, as a vocational teacher for the IOP she was outside the broader

school culture. This isolated her from teaching colleagues, ccllaborative staff activities, and
school decision making.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

From this amall sample of classrooms and the exploratcry nature of this study we cannot
draw strong conclusions or policy implications for teaching and learning generic skills. But our
findings do suggest several directions for future research on teaching generic ski'ls, educating
diverse student populations, and integraring academic and vocational education.

Our results indicats that an emphasis on training generic skills alone is unlikely to he
successful without the parallsl development of an adaptive motivational styls. Much more
ressarch is needed on the dispositions, attitudes, anud motivations that will enable studsats to
apply their skills in school and workplace settings. An approach. that combines theory and
findings from the cognitive science and social cognition literatures seems a promising way to
study the interplay of generic skills and dispositions.

Teacher autonomy and teaching philosophy stand out as important conditions for teach-
ing generic skills, but such conditions differ according to the teacher’s schoo! administration or
pereonal characteristics. Ressarch needs to examine thooe and other context factors more
closely for both vocational and academic teachers. Since the vocational and academic can
represent different subcultures in many comprehensive high schools, school context conditions
are likely to affect different teachers in different ways.

One interesting quality of the instructirnal practice in thess vocational classrooms was its
arpropristeness for teaching a diverse group of students. Since trends show increasing
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diversity of student populations, practices suited to diversity may be in even greater demand.
In particular, the apprenticeship model used by these vocational teachers seems promising.
Research from the perspective of traditional apprenticeships, in combination with new models
of “cognitive appranticeship,” might explore several questions, including: How can apprentice-
shipe be structured to serve diverse students in large classroom settings? Can spprenticeship
techniques be applied to teaching domain-specific knowledge and skills and generic skills, in
addition to complex physical processes and ukills? .

Our study also suggasts that approaches for teaching generic skills can be applied to
achieve integration of vocstiona! and academic curricula. Educational reformers from both the
scademic and vocational communities cee a need to improve students’ abilities to reason, think,
and solve problems. To explore the viability of tcaching generic skills as a vehicle for integra-
tion, future work should study both vocational and academic classrooms. We need to verify
that some instructional practices found in these vocational classes (e.g., solving authentic prob-
lems cuoperatively with a team of students, micro-apprenticeship) can transfer to academic
subjects or ~ontent areas where the analogy between class work and actual working environ-
ments is not as strong. In addition, it may be that teachers need actual working experisnce to
prepare them to impart the dispositions and attitudes that complement a particular “c::.ture of
practice.”

In general, we recommend that futurs research continue to identify the acquisition and
teaching of target skills a.ud dispositions at a level of analysis that will inform curriculum -
development, teacher training, and teaching practices. Broad descriptions of nseded workplace
skills re not adequate for teachers, who have the ultimate responsibility for carrying out any
curricular reform.
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I. INTRODUCTION

‘Many constituencies are insisting that the time has come to reconceptualise schooling for
most students. Major changes in the economy and widespread dissatisfaction with the perfor-
manoe of our schools have led to calls for instructional reform from educators, policymakers,
ressarchers, employers, and social critics. Although their agendas may differ, many of their
proposals have the same thrust: Instruction should smphasise “generic skills” as much as, or
more than, it doss occupation-specific or domain-specific skills.

Teaching generic skills is viswsd as one way to address an increasing labor market prob-
lem of demand and supply. The changing nature of the workplace demands workers with cer-
tain kinds of aptitudes and abilities, but the educational system has not been producing them.
Generic skills will enable people to

o Cooperate and communicate for group/social problem solving.

o Identify and define (or structure) problems in complex environments.

o Seek, acquire, and synthesize new information.

e Adapt to changes and gape of information in the problem-solving environment.

This new emphasis on generic skills assumes that the people who have them can adapt to the
changing forms of American industry and the occupational structures supporting it.

To better prepare all students for the world of work, schools must formulate clear educa-
tional policies and practices for teaching thess skills. However, that is easier said than done
under current circumstances. It is true that generic skills are much discussed in a range of
academic disciplines' and in ressarch on industries, the workplace, schools, job changes, train-
ing, and economic trends. It is also true, however, that the term is still not clearly defined.
This prevents educators from systematically examining several important questions: What
generic skills are needed? Can these skills be taught? Are they being taught? How can we
structure schooling to develop these skills? .

PURPOSE AND NATURE OF THE STUDY

In 1969, we launched a study to begin addressing these questions. Our strategy was (a) to
construct a conceptual framework for defining generic skills; (b) to further develop that frame-
muonmmmm,mmoumdmmm—eomm
mm(c)wmmmmmnchmdmmwmmm
their curriculum; and (d) to explore the implications of our findings for future ressarch and
curriculum development. This report presents the study’s results.

Much of the discussion of generic skills comes from four sources: research on changes in
the nature and structure of work; research on schooling; research on generalizable skills and
MMMMMMWWMMmM-MM
reasoning.? In this varied literature, we discerned two basic categories of “generic skills™:

VThese include sociology, cognitive science, economics, organisstional development, anthropology, and industrial
'w.a-'a-umms.e.n.
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o Basic or enabling shills. These include a range of shilitiss, from reading and simple
mathematics to “life skills,” e.g., reading a schedule or filling out a form.

o Complex reasoning shills. Theee include skills for defining and solving problems, criti-
cal thinking, knowledge acquisition, evaluating problem solutions, etc.

In addition to theee skills, which define a person’s competency for a task, are the motivational
style or dispositions that influence task performancs, ¢.g., motivation for choosing or doing the
task, confidence in cne’s ability to do it.

The literature contains some debate about the relative importance of theee ekills and
motivations for employability, productivity, and success. There is no clear hisrarchy or taxzon-
omy. Some argue that if people are not motivated for work, their basic or complex skills will
be wasted. Conversely, others argus, if people are charged with enthusissm but completely
unskilled, they may be more hindrance than help, though possibly good candidates for educa-
tion or skill training. A third argument is that workers who have only enabling skills and posi-
tive work-related dispositions will have limited roles in the workplace. In this argument, com-
plex reasoning skills are the essential condition for success.

While generic skills and dispositions are all necessary for successful completion of many
tasks, complex reasoning skills are among the abilities that employers most often identify as
critical and that school reformers emphasize most. Further, cognitive science research on com-
plex reasoning and problem solving (in several academic subjects) provides a formalizsation for
precissly defining these skills and suggesting ways to teach them. Other literature provides
models for nnderstanding how motivations can affect skill acquisition and use, but “motiva-
tion” is less well defined, and there is no conoceptual framework for considering how it might be
taught. As for basic or enabling akills, while the lack of them is potentially disabling, there are
many theories, constructs, and curricula for teaching them. However, hardly anyone would
argue that besic skills alone constituts the essential spark for effective and prolonged perfor-
mance in the labor market.

We began our study with the belief that complex reasoning skills were the most vital,
were the most readily “teachable,” and would be the most strongly emphasized in the high-
school-level classrooms we observed. However, the results of our fleld work indicate that
teachers who have experience in the workplace emphasise dispositions—and seek to cultivate
them—as much as (if not more than) they stress complex reasoning skills.

To carry out their instructional goals, the teechers we observed employed several non-
traditional techniques and methods. Overall, they minimised lecturing and didactic instruction
in favor of “micro-apprenticeships,” one-to-one tutoring, and project-centered courses wherein
students worked together to solve “authentic” problems. The instructional context was one in
which teachers had the sutonomy to balance the teaching of domain-specific knowledge and
skill requirements with generic skills as well as the freedom to employ nontraditional instruc-
tional and evalustive methodas.

ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

Section II reviews the literature and presents our conceptualization of generic skills. We
also illustrate how this perspective can be applied to problem solving in several vocations. To
better understand generic skills teaching in practice, we studied several programs that claimed
to emphasise the teaching of generic skills in their curriculum. We sugment our cliassroom
analysis with an examination of the broader instructional context in which the course was
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taught. The fleld study is discussed in Sec. III. Section IV presents the resuits of our fleld-
work, which focused on several questions: What generic skills are being taught? How are they
taught? What contextual attributes—teaching methods, schcol philosophy, student
populaticn—concribute to their success? Finally, in Sec. V we examine what the answers to
these questions imply for teaching generic skills, for educating diverse student populations, and
for reforms advocating the integration of academic and vocational education. An appendix
summarizes several selected studies from the literature.
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II. BACKGROUND AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

In thin section we first review briefly the iiterature to give some perspective on the
breadth and nature of the discussion about “generic skills.” Much of this discussion comes
from four sources: research on the changes in the nature and st:ucture of work, research on
schooling, ressarch on generalisable skills and skills that distinguish expert (as opposed to
novice) performance, and research on domain-independent reasoning. (A summary of several
selected studies is also presented in the Appendix.) We then present a broad approach for con-
sidering skilled behavior and ¢ conceptual framework for studying one category of generic
skills—complex reasoning skills. Finally, we describe how this conceptualization of generic
skills might apply to understanding the general aspects of problem solving that occur across
different vocations,

CURRENT VIEWS ABOUT GENERIC SKILLS

Changes in the Nature and Structure of Work

Studies of changes in work, and reports in the popular press, note the gradual shift of
capital and labor out of smokestack industries and into high-technology and service industries.
This broad shift is marked by technological advances that affect workers and the workplace
across many industries. Ressarch and experience highlight several impacts that imply new
skill demands. For example:

o Organizsstional changes occur, with more emphasis placed on flexibility, autonomy, and
intaraction of smaller working units (Office of Technology Assessment, 1988).

o Problem solving and retraining are expected to take place at much lower levels in such
decentralizsed organizations (Noyelle, 1987; Bailoy and Noyelle, 1988; Stasz, Bikson,
and Shapiro, 1988).

e New technologies change rapidly, and adapting to those changes requires different
situation/tool-specific knowledge ard skills (Office of Technology Assessment, 1988;
Noyelle, 1987). .

e Changws due to automstion and the introduction of computers have in many cases
widened the breadth of skills required for jobs (Bikson and Eveland, 1986).

Theee and other workplace changes suggest several skill needs. Changing organizational
and work group structures, for example, may require the types of skills that make collaborative
arrangements work: a high level of skill and ability among group members, teamwork experi-
ence, participative decision making, and efficient intragroup communications (McGrath, 1964;
McGrath and Altman, 1968). Other changes may necessitate fewer technology or domain.
specific skills and broader workplace skills, including those that support naw styles of opera-
tion: communication, cooperstion, and the ability to recognise, define, and adapt to the
problems and conflicts inherent in human interaction (Deutach, 1987). Workers dealing with
computers that take over processing functions are left with diagnostic and problem-solving
functions (Noyells, 1987). These functions can range from the secretary trying to format a
footnote with a new text-editing package to the technician trying to diagnose and repair a
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nonobssrvable electronic component. That is, certain now technologies call for skills different
in hkind: skills of the hesd rather than the hand, of the logician rather than the craftaman
(Attewell, 1987).

The “generic” skills identified by research find broad corroboration among employers in
the job marketplace. As a closing example, Brown (1988) reports that when employers are
asked what things are important in decisions to hire, fire, or promote employees, they often
emphasize sttributes beyond basic or job-specific skills. At a meeting with businessmen,
Brown asked about the attributes of the ideal employee and found the following:

‘I‘hoﬂntwr:ln?ohnmcncﬁvhy Then someons mentioned flexibility. Then came prob-
lem solving skill in dealing with people, adaptability, innovation, and a capacity to
changs. Several people stressed responsibility, teamwork, loyaity, and good work habits and
attitudes. Eventually, someons mentioned basic skills.

Research on Schooling for Nonschool Activities

In the educational community, the notion of “generic” skills has received the most atten-
tion from school reformers, who seek a reconceptualization of schooling. There is a growing
concern for the mismatch between the curricula and pedsgogy of our schools and the
knowledge requirements of nonschool settings. Reformers are calling for schools that will pro-
duce more creative, inventive, flexible, proactive, and problem-solving students (e.g., Office of
Technology Assessment, 1988; Berryman, 1988; and Oakes, 18868). However, studies of both
vocational and nonvocational schools suggest that most educstional institutions do not expli-
citly teach these skills (Berryman, 1988; Powsll, Farrar, and Cohen, 1985; Stern et al., 1985).

Resnick (1887b), for example, notes four fundamental contrasts between in-school and
out-of-school mental activity that raise profound questions about the utility and effectivensss
of schooling for all nonschool activity, including work. First, while the dominant form of
school learning and performance is individual, much activity outside school is socially shared.
Second, schools place a premium on “pure thought” activities without the benefit of tools (for
exampls, calculstors and books during test taking), whereas most mental activities outside
school are shaped by and dependent upon use of available tools. Third, schools tend to
emphauize abstract symbol manipulstion, whereas work and other activities emphasize reason-
ing and actions connected with physical objects and eventa. Finally, while schools aim to teach
mrdwidolymabhakﬁhmdtboonﬁcdpﬂmiph.wmidonbool&pmd-ontho
development of situation-specific forms of competencies. These points suggest the need for
skills similar to those identified in workplace research: more emphasis on the development of
mtﬁnlumluorm'kmshuomphlhonmmmamwﬂc
thoorlumdhcumdmononmiuthhknowhdatomnaboutnd-ﬁfopmblommd

more attention to how tools shape cognition in specific situations.

Research on Generalisable Skills and Expertise

Mhinmﬁondodmﬁonnndeoniﬁwmm.ddntothopmmmof
“generic” skills. mmmmomm'.mmmpmumm
out (e.g., Greenan, 1963, 1984, 1987; Greenan and Browning, 1987). Greenan's (1983) analysis
d‘mﬂﬂb’ﬁ&pm&ﬁnwwmofllswwhmimm
into four different types: mathematics, communication skills, interpersonal skills, and reeson-
ing ekills. Wlthinthonchuu,lomihmmnrybro.dmdmrnwidomofdiﬂonnt
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skills (e.g., the ability to solve problems involvirg time, weight, distance, sad volume).
Gresnan has also developed assessment techniques in the form of student self-ratings, teacher
ratings, and a performance criterion for each skill ares, and has compiled directories of avail-
abls instructional 1+ 2urces that are potentially useful ‘ur teaching generalizable skills. How-
ever, his program of research has not yet studied the teaching of these skills or developed
instructional programs.

Other notions about generic skills come from recent research in cognitive science on what
makes a person an “expert” in a field, and how experts transfer school-based knowledge to
nonschool settings. This research shows that cognitive and metacognitive strategies’ and
processes are more central to expertise than low-level subskills or abstract conceptual and fac-
tual knowledge (e.g., Lave, 1988; Scribner, 1984; Collins, Brown, and Newman, 1989). An
expert technician, for example, has strategies for dealing with a problem (e.g., break it down
into smaller parts) and can reflect on his own progress (e.g., evaluate whether or not the
current solution is a good one). Theee skills are more important than low-level skills (e.g.,
being able to read the manual) or abstract knowledge (e.g., understanding how electricity flows
through circuits).

Other research examines ways to teach students to use the kinds of processes employed
by experts to handle complex tasks and also to apply them in a variety of contexts (e.g., Col-
lins, Brown, and Newman, 1989; Lave, 1977). This requires teaching techniques that external-
_ize cognitive processes that are usually carried out internally, so that students can observe,
enact, and practice them with help from the teacher and other students. Modeling, for exam-
ple, involves showing an expert carrying out a task while students observe and thereby build a
conceptual model of the processes required to accomplish the task (Collins, Brown, and New-
man, 1980; Wood and Bandura, 1889). Thus, a teacher might model the reading process by
reading aloud in one voice, then verbalizing her thought processes (e.g., what the author means,
what will happen next) in another voics (Collins and Stevens, 1882). Coaching is another
technique. Here, the teacher observes a student while he or she carries out a task and offers
hints, feedback, reminders, or new tasks aimed at bringing the student’s performance closer to
expected performance. In reading, a teacher in the role of coach might choose texts with
increasing difficulty, have students write summaries of the texts, and have other students offer
suggestions to the class on how a summary might be improved (Collins, Brown, and Ne:yman,
1889).

Research on Domain-Independent Reasoning

While studies of expertise reveal skill needs and how skills are employed to solve prob-
lems in a particrlar domain, other research (e.g., Nisbett et al, 1987) examines domain-
independent reasoning: Do people use abstract rules to think about everyday life events and, if
80, can these rules be taught? This line of ressarch counters claims that people possess
domain-specific knowledge that is not readily applied to other domains (e.g., Thorndike, 1906;
Chi, Glaser, and Farr, 1988), or that their possession and application of knowledge depends on
cognitive development and cannot be taught (e.g., Brainerd, 1978). Evidence for domain-
independent reasoning is important fcr any conception of generic skills, since the notion that

'hmmmw refors to soveral categories of intellectual behavior, including knowledge
Mmmcdlm«&,hwuumwmckdm,wnmm
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skills can be applied across domains is a key assumption underlying the view that generic skills
should be taught and learned.

Nisbett et al. (1987) report on several studies that show use of abstract rules and increase
in rule use after training. People can, for example, use statistical rules that are derivrble froia
the law of large numbers to reason about problems in a wide range of tasks and domains.
Furthermore, their reasoning improves with training that shows how to use the law of large
numbers to solve a number of problems.

Two studies of graduate students by Lehman, Lempert, and Nisbett (1988) demonstrate
the trainability of reasoning skills that correspond to the program of study. Beginning stu-
dents in law, chemistry, psychology, and medicine had equivalent inferential skills for statisti-
cal reasoning about problems with both scientific and everyday life content, methodological
problems dealing with different types of confounded variables, and several other problem types.
After two years of study, psychology and medicine students showed significant increases over
law and chemistry students in their ability tc use statistical and confounded variable rules in
both scientific and everyday life problems. This difference in performance reflects differences
in the nature of these disciplines. Psychology and medicine are probabilistic sciences and must
deal with all kinds of causal patterns involving necessity and sufficiency. Thus, students learn
and practice inferential reasoning and rules for dealing with uncertainty or the conditional.
Law students show improvement only in problems dealing with the conditional, presumably
because they are taught about contractual relations. Chemistry students do not improve on
these types of problems because their field deals primarily with necessary and deterministic
causes rather than probabilistic ones. This research suggests that reasoning can be improved
by training and that rules applied to reasoning in a discipline can generalize to reasoning in
analogous everyday life situations.

In sum, although the popular and scientific literatures are replete with lists of domain-
independent skills, the term “generic skills” is poorly defined. Terms abound in the literature
and seem to include disparate types or levels of skill as well: for example, is “recognizing that
a problem exists” (Sternberg, 1986) a skill in the same way that “accurate, fast arithmetic cal-
culation” (Greenan, 1984), “self-management” (Chipman, 1¥88), or “creative thinking”
(Greenan, 1984) are skills?

Drawing from the generic skills literature and cognitive science research, we conceive two
broad categories of generic skills: basic or enabling skills and complex reasoning skills. In
addition, we assume that individuals possess dispositions and motivational styles, distinct from
their skills, that influence effective use of skills. We elaborate on this conceptualization below.

A CONCEPTUALIZATION OF GENERIC SKILLS

Whuther faced with school-related, work-related, or everyday life tasks, individuals bring
a constellation of knowledge, skills, and motivations to bear in accomplishing them.
Knowledge, skills, and motivations interact with each other and with the task in complex ways
to produce degrees of success or failure, While skills define a person’s competence or ability to
do a task, motivations influence task performance.

To provide a starting point for analysing generic skills in this exploratory study, we focus
on competence factors and simplify them into two broad categories:

o Basic or enabling shills include such abilities as reading, doing simple mathematics, and
“life skills,” such as reading a schedule, writing a check, or filling out an application.
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Theee skills are often used by people in the service of more complex tasks involving
higher skill levels.

e Many tasks require the use of complex reasoning shills. Some tasks require formal rea-
soning the problem to be solved specifies all premices or givea information in
advance (e.g., problems in logic, geometric analogies, series completion). Other tasks
require informal or everyday reasoning: premises are not completely supplied for the
problem, and everyday .thinking activities must be invoked (e.g., planning, making
commitments, evaluating arguments, choosing options; see Galotti (1989) for a detailed
discussion).

Theee generic skills can be applied in a variety of domains or vocations and in combina-
tion with the domain-specific knowledge and skills that define competence in a particular area.
In following sections we discuss this interplay further and elaborate on the use of complex rea-
soning skills in a specific problem-solving activity.

In addition to their specific or generic skills, individuals bring to a task di.positions or
attitudes that can play an important role in how any .kills are acquired and used (Dweck,
1988). In the context of school and learning, these psychological factors influence a person’s
motivation to respond in either adaptive or maladaptive ways to a particular task. Dweck and
Leggett (1988), for exampie, review a body of ressarch that identifies two major patterns of
response in achievement-oriented settings: the maladaptive or “helpless” response and the
more adaptive “mastery-oriented” response. While the helpless pattern is characterized by an
avoidance of challenge and a deterioration of performance in the face of obstacles, the
mastery-oriented pattern involves the seeking of challenging tasks and persistence under
failure. Ressarch with children shows that thess behavior patterns are unrelsted to actual abil-
ity: bright, skilled individuals can exhibit a maladaptive pattern. Children of equal ability can
show marked performance differences in response to challengs, because they are pursuing dif-
ferent goals (Dweck and Elliott, 1983) or because they have different beliefs about whether
intelligence is a fized or a mallsable quality (Dweck and Leggett, 1988). We can think of these
responses as “motivational styles” or dispositions toward approaching achievement situations
in a certain way.?

Several simplifications are implied in this conceptualization. First, it implies a discrete
separation of complex and basic skills. In fact, a “basic” skill such as reading is cognitively
complex. It involves such “low-level” processes® as decoding letters or recognizing words, but it
also requires certain “high-level” strategic skills necessary for comprehension, such as formu-

problem-solving strategies and heuristics. Although we acknowledge that basic literacy skills

hroughout the remainder of this report we use the terms “motivation,” “dispositions,” and “motivational atyle” to
refor t0 paychological factors that can influence task performance. We acknowiedge that these terms have distinct




can be cognitively complex, we use this category to distinguish the minimum skills a person
brings to a problem or a task from the knowledge and skills required to mahke use of concepts,
facts, and procedures as necessary for thoss problems or tasks. It is these latter kinds of com-
plex reasoning skills, or strategic knowledge, that characterizes expertise in a domain (e.g., Col-
lins, Brown, and Newman, 1889).

Second, dispositions and motivational style can affect skill use. Resnick (1887a), for
example, points out that students who do not have dispositions or “habits of thought” that lead
them to engage in higher-order thinking may not 'sarn complex reasoning skills even if they
are exposed to them. Perhaps more importantly, such students will not refine their reasoning
abilities, or know when to use them, if they are not disposed to exercise them.*

While this conceptualization does not specify “levels” of skill or delineats precise relation-
ships between skills and motivational factors, it does provide a useful starting place for think-
ing about “generic” skills, their relative importance, and their teachability. Clearly, if an indi-
vidual does not have the dispositions or motivations to work, the basic or complex skills he or
she possesses matter little. That is, the person may have the competsnce but will not display
skilled behavior because his or her motivational style does not lead to effective performance.
Conversely, if a person is completely unskilled but bubbling over with positive work-related
dispositions, he or she may be more of a hindrance than a help, but possibly a good candidate
for education or skill training. Indeed, people without what we label as basic or enabling skills
in our culture are quite capable of performing complex tasks. However, we argue that workers
with only ensbling skills and an adaptive motivational style, although perhaps reedily train-
able, will have limited roles in the workplace. Complex reasoning skills, however, appear to be
key to adapting to changes in the workplacs, and they also encompass many of the attributes
that employers desire and school reformers hope to impart.

While our initial framework includes both basic or enabling skills and complex reasoning
skills as “generic” and recognizes the key role that motivational styles and dispositions play in
skilled behavior, the remainder of this section focuses on a conceptualization of complex rea-
soning skills. We elaborate on and more precisely define thess skills from the perspective of
cognitive science research. This perspective provides a needed formalization of these key skills,
but it has much less to say about the role of disposition or motivational style. We do not elab-
orate further on basic or enabling skills because, as stated above, this study is less concerned
with the minimum skills a person brings to a problem or task than with the skills he or she
possesses for making use of concepts, facts, procedures, and 50 on. What follows, then, is a
partial elucidation of a broader conceptual framework that provides a starting point for exam-
ining the teaching and learning of generic skills in the classroom.

Complex Reasoning and the Information Processing Metaphor

A metaphor that has proved fruitful for the cognitive scientist’s attempts to understand
human behavior is that certain aspects of human cognition and problem solving can be com-
pared to other information processing devices, namely computers (Newsll and Simon, 1972;
Simon, 1979). Both take in information from the environment, store it, manipulate it in the
form of some kind of symbol system, and take action on or give output to the environment.
Much of what people do can be thought of as “decision making” or simple to complex “problem

wwmmmumnum-mmmmuua
cognitive performance—e.g., Beach and Mitchell's (1978) contingency model; Chaiken and Stangor’s (1967) systematic
processing model; Petty and Cacioppo’s (1984, 1986) elshosstion likelihood model. It is beyond the scope of the
pressat study to ezamine them in detail with respect to generic skills.
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solving.” Peaple act in response to questions like: How do I get to the sirport by 8:30? How
do I summarize these three reporta? Why isn't my production team communicating? How can
we improve productivity? While this metaphor does not easily take into account such impor-
tant performance factors as disposition or motivational style, it does provide an organising
framework for examining human problem solving across tasks and building process modals of
cognitions. This metaphor is called the human information processing (HIP) model or theoret-
ical framework. This framework can explicitly define some generic skills and can suggest ways
to design curricula and pedagogical practices aimed at teaching them.

As mentioned earlier, central to the application of the HIP framework to generic skills is
the view that many human activities, both in the workplace and in life, exemplify problem
solving. This includes everything from deciding on what kind of rivets to use to repair an air-
frame to planning a menu. An important aspect of most problem-solving situations is the
notion of “search.” Search is the activity examining or “navigating” through all the possible
actions (and outcomes of those actions) that can be taken in a situation.

In the language of HIP, outcomes are “states” to be attained. We refer to the aet of all
possible states as a “state space” or the space of all possible intermediate states that one might
visit in the course of “search.” Problem solving takes place as one tries to apply known actions
or “operators” to the start state. Every time an operator is applied to a state it creates a new
state. If the new state that is reached is the same as the state one wants to get to (the “goal
state”), then the problem is solved. As operators are applied and intermediate states are
reached, a trail or “path” is created. The total path consists of states (stepping stones) and
operutors that move a problem solver from state to state (steps). The constraints on operators
are the rules that say whether it is “legal” to apply a given operator at a given state. So, prob-
lem solving is the search for a “solution path” of onerators and their corresponding states from
the beginning of a problem (the start state) to the solution (the goal state).®

Although the concepts of start state, goal state, solution path, operator, and constraints
are very abstract and general, they are not a complete characterization of what the HIP frame-
work sees as common to different problem-solving domains. (For example, there are also
search strategies that are generalizable across domains.) However, these concepts are the basic
vocabulary that cognitive scientists use to analyse complex reasoning behavior. In doing so,
they have discovered that many behaviors that appear different on the surface exhibit common
patterns when seen from the perspective implicit in the HIF vocabulary (Newell, 1981). These
common activities are at the heart of this view of generic complex reasoning skills.

To illustrate generic problem-solving activities from the HIP perspective, let us walk -

through one solution to a common problem: getting to the airport on time to catch a flight.
Following this example, we shall discuss each component in more detail.®

GET ME TO THE AIRPORT ON TIME
My flight to Boston takes off at 8:00 A\ tomorrow. Idon’tlivoclontotholirpogt,

and I suspect that to the rt for a flight that leaves at 8:00 puts me in
rush-hour traffic. is an unpreaictable situation that calls for some planning.
(Recognition of the problem.)

approach to ressoning, it doss not do justice to a variety of important concepts. Several introductory texts present
other aspects of human information processing (cf. Anderson, 1985; Newell and Simon, 1972; Simon, 1979).
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In the following paragraphs we discuss each of the important generic ruasoning skills
idontlﬁodlnthunmplo

Recognition of the problem. The first step, a very difficult oae in many domains, is
recognizing that & problem exists. The problem solver must detect a problem amid irrelevant
details in a situation or see an opportunity for action that may not bs immediately obvious.

Analysis of the problem. Next, the problem solver must represent the problem in a
way that lends iteelf to solution. This involves specification of the parts of the problem:
analysis of start stats, determining goal state, identifying constraints and assumptione, iden-
tifying resourses, selecting alternative representation(s) of the problem, and accessing relevant
(domain-specific) knowledge (and not accessing irrelevant knowledge). The problem solver
might also consider analogous situations or problems that have been solved in the past and
that might act as a starting point for attacking the current problem.

Generation of solution paths. Generating solution paths requires both domain-specific
knowledge (e.g., distance to the airport) and domain-general methods. The latter include
methods like “means-ends analysis” (identifying the difference between the current state and
the goal state and then choosing an action to reduce this difference), simple “forward search”
(from the start state to the goal), or “backward search” (from the goal to the preconditions of
each action toward the goal). The problem solver may recast a difficult problem in a simpler
or more abstract problem space before genersting solutions. The simple solution is then
extended to the more complicated situation. The problem solver may also employ estimation
skills to generate approximate solution paths and then choose among the most promising.

Evaluation of (partial) solutioa paths, or moaitoring as you go. Monitoring the
solution path-in-prog-ess may require some specific domain knowledge, as well as general
knowledge about what is productive and what is unproductive search. First the problem solver
must evaluate the partial solution path based on the accuracy of assumptions, resource limita-
tions (e.g., how much time have I besn plugging away at this solution path, given the total
amount of time available for the solution?), and other constraints in the problem space. Next,
he or she must compare alternate states and select a “best-bet” current solution path to follow.
A special case of this is the comparison of two alternate states in which one matches the goal
state; then, the desired action is clear. Additional skills are needed to determine if the action
taken or the psth being pursued has had unexpected good or bad side effects, ortoneo'nhn
when an impasee has been reached.

Repair. If the outcome of an evaluation is negative, the prudent problem solver will take
some alternate actions. It is often useful to first identify what went wrong with the solution.
Learning (improvement in future problem-sclving performance) can oocur when actions that
weute ot useful initially can be altered. This can take place by either changing the conditions
under which the action is applied (e.g., add or remove constraints) or making changes in the
result of the action such that the nonoptimal path is not generated in the future. Repair can
also involve retrieving or regenersting old solution path alternatives to see if one of them
would have led to success. Repair, sometimes referred to as “debugging,” has besn studied in
many subjects, including mathematics (e.g., Schoenfeld, 1987) and programming (Kessler and
Anderson, 1968),

Reflection (after a solution is achieved). Reflection provides an opportunity for
learning or for refining problem-solving skills. In reflection, the problem solver conducts a
post boc analysis of the solution and its generation. Several questions can be asked: Is there
some organisation to the search that took place? Are there new, larger actions that can be
generalised for use in the future? Are there alternate paths that were more or less efficient?
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Such questions point the solver toward ways to improve the operators they possess so that
search is more efficient in future problem solving.

This breakdown of problem solving into fairly well-defined components of information
processing has been applied to many problem-solving tasks and seems applicable across many
subject matter domains. In Table 1, we illustrate how the basic concepts of states and opera-
tors can be used in several fields of work or vocational education. These, in turn, permit us to
understand how the complex reasoning activities mentioned in the airport example apply to
other domainas. |

In the case of interior design, for instance, problem analysis is often critical. The
designer must gather information that helps to determine the client’s tastes and constraints
(analysis of the problem). Thees, in turn, dictate which design operators (choice of furniture,
floor covering, etc.) are “legal.” This initial analysis greatly constrains the generation of solu-
tion paths. In design, a (partial) solution path is a combination of design components (o.g.,
putting together a certain wallpaper, carpet, bed, and dresser combination in the bedroom).
This solution path is constructed by generating alternative states, evaluating those states, and
selocting one of them as the best new state (generate and evaluate). The evaluation of partial
solution paths—whether certain combinations “work well” together—is often the most difficult
part of problem solving: a skill that distinguishes good from mediocre designers. If a design
idea doss not work, or if the designer and client cannot agree on the trestment of a room, then
redesign has to occur (repair). This involves backing up and reapplying operators (generate),
with perhaps a change tu the evaluations, or loosening a constraint so that new operators can
apply. Finally, a good designer, like a good chess player or electrical technician, will often
attempt to learn from a completed solution (reflection), perhaps by discussing the design pro-
cess and product with fellow designers. Among other things, he or she will try to synthesize
nﬂmhlforplthmlﬁonmdptthwduﬁonthtwmmidmy'dudm&'ommmd
in the recently completed design project.

Let us now consider the example of an electronics technician troubleshooting a nonfunc-
tioning device. First the technician reads the failure ryport and assesses the failure conditions
(analysis). After carrying out a series of diagnostic «.:*ks, he or she examines the outcome of
those checks (generate and evaluate). If this gives nu :iints about the source of the problem,
the technician backs up and checks, for instance, whether the cord is plugged in and the power
switch is in the “on” position. If they are, this means the first solution path is put aside and
others considered (repair). It might turn out that the circuit breaker for the outlet has been
triggered and there is thus no electricity coming to the wall outlet. If that is the problem, the
technician resets the breaker, writes a report, and might discuss it with fellow technicians if
the problem and solution present an interesting case (reflection).

SUMMARY

mmmnndmmummonpmﬂclkﬂh(mcludiuohﬂsnﬁmdto
mmmmpmmmmmumwﬂn
and 00 on) is awash in definitions and lists and controversy. Based on our analysis of
nmudthop-mﬁnofwn!ﬂnnchm.m.dnmawmm&m
posits two broad categories of generic skills: basic or enabling skills and complex reasoning
skills, mmmmmmmmummamw
from their skills, that influence the effective use of skills. We further define one class of gen-
cﬁc.kﬂh—conphxnmnlu.kiﬂn—bomminﬁomﬁonpmuiuhmotknd.in
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Table 1
HIP FRAMEWORK AND PROBLEM SOLVING IN DIFFERENT VOCATIONS

Sturt Bxamples of
Problema Siate Goal State Operators and Generie Skills Constraints

Interioe Design interior | Empty All rooms Consult client (analysis of problem) * Budget

Designer | of 6-room house, furnished and | Pick floor covering (generate & eval) ¢ Children
house flor plan | decorated to | Pick fabric (generste & eval) * Pots

‘ customer Redesign aspects of den (repair) * Loostion
satisfuction Dissuss design after delivery (reflect) o Customer’s taste

Electrical | Why won't Device Device Read failure report (analysis) * Time available

Technician | this device without running Check fuses (generete & eval) ¢ Cost of component
power up? .| power, normally Apply meter: measure volts and current | « Amount of current

switch (gomerats & eval) ¢ Base of removal

turned on Isclate components (generate & eval) ¢ Access to fellow
Check building power supply (repair) employess
Report & explain repair solution (reflect)

Secretarial | Howdo [ add | Original Letter with Check new material & letter (analysis) | ¢ Time available
three new lotter the three new | Type in text (generate & eval) o # times repested
paragraphe paragraphs Delimit old paragraphs (generate & eval) | ¢ Access to manual
without Delete toxt (senerate & oval) * Quality of manual
retyping the Check spelling & correct (eval & repair) | ¢ Accsss to others
emtire lotter? Look for future shortouts (reflect)

Clothing | What style and | Need to Reascnable Read trade journals (analysis) * Time evailable

Buyer bhow many coats | place order placed | Comsult other buyers (analysis) * Budget
should I buy for | order Visit mazkets (generats & oval)  Consumer economic
the coming Negotiate prices (geonsrate & eval) tronds
season? Coastruct order (gemerate & eval) ¢ Long range weather

Adjust order to budget (repair) predictions
Compare sales to original order (reflect) | * Availability in
quantity
* Quality of product

Nuree Howdo ] Patient in | Patient Recall or retrieve doctor’s orders for Time available

Assistant | answer & ocertain content with pationt (analysis) * Severity of patient
patient’s condition | information Ask patisnt: done before? problem
quastion of needs provided (generate & oval) * Acoess to fellow
whether they information Assess your knowledge re: this patient employsss
can got up and & conditions (generets & eval) ¢ Physical appearance
take a shower? Ask for advice from nures (repeir) of patient .

Dissuss decision w/colleagues (refiect)

Child Care | How can I best | Students Early finishers | Assess amount of time new task must * Time aveilable

Worker belp the lead finish productively cover (analysis) * Dissuption potential
teacher when losson with | invoived in Recall ait. activities (generate & eval) of astivity
some students | no alternste | some activity | Group students at alt. work aress * Access %0 materiale
have finished & | work and assign tasks (generete & eval) * Access %0 lead teacher
lesson early? Resssign as necessary (repair) * Kaowiedge of

Dissuss performance w/teacher (reflect) individual student

BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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particular, research on problem solving, to delineate specific skills that generalize acroes
domains, We then apply this conceptualization to illustrate its usefulness for identifying
problem-solving skills in several vocations.

Although this spproach to studying generic skills does not completely specify complex
causal relationships between motivational factors and generic skills or resolve the controversy
surrounding “levels of complexity” of skill (cf. Resnick, 1987a), we believe it provides a good
starting place from which to build more precise definitions of generic skills. This approach and
problem-solving framework provide the beginnings for a unified modsl and a specific language
for discussing many skills deemed important by vocational educators and employers. In addi-
tion, past ressarch in problem solving in academic disciplines, based on the HIP framework,
can also illuminate the study of these generic skills in vocational or work-related domains.
Perhaps most importantly for those interested in vocational education, the HIP framework,
once applied, can identify skills with the precision needed to design instructional methods or
curricula to teach generic skills.

To asesss the promise of the HIP framework for studying generic skills, we observed
vocational classrooms, gathered data on the teaching and learning of generic skills, and
analyzed those observations from the framework's perspective. The next section describes the
field study and data-gathering procedures. Section IV presents the results of our analysis.
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III. THE FIELD STUDY

To obeerve tho.tuchinl of generic skills in vocational education settings, we conducted
fleld studies of vocational classrooms. Several questions guided the conduct of the fisldwork:

o What types of generic skills are taught in vocational education programs?

¢ What methods do teachers employ to teach generic skills?

o How does the instructional context—i.e., teachers, students, administrative factors—
affect the teaching of generic skills?

Our analytic approach combined ethnographic, case-study, and cognitive science methods,
which we describe below.

SITE SELECTION

Since our first objective was to observe the types of generic skills taught in vocational
education programs, we began by identifying workplace-oriented programs and teachers who
purportedly taught theee skills. We employed a srowballing or chain-sampling strategy to
locate potential sites (cf. Patton, 1980). We began by contacting vocational educstion experts
at a local university and administrators from adult schools, Regional Occupational Programs
(ROPs), and school districts in the greater Los Angeles area. We discussed our definition of
goneric skills with thess informants and ssked them to identify programs or teachers who
taught them. Although none of our contacts, including the teachers we subsequently inter-
viewsd, used the term “generic skills,” they all understood the concept and were able to recom-
mend several potential sites in the local area or in other states. From this list we selected
several technical and nontechnical programs or classes for an initial visit. We targeted both
types to determine the translatability of our construct across different programs and occupa-
tional domains.

Preliminary visits were made to four classrooms with different institutional arrangements:
a junior high school metal shop, a high school interior design class, an aircraft maintenance
class, and an evening computer-skills class. During these visits, three or four project staff
members observed classroom instruction, discuseed teaching and learning generic skills with
the teacher, and informally conversed with students. Project staff members submitted written
reporta of their observations and discussed the merits of each site with respect to the needs of
the research study.

We observed what we considered the teaching of generic skills in all of these classrooms,
and selected one—the high school interio~ design clase—for further intensive study. This class
seemed an ideal candidate for several reesons. First and foremost, several aspects of the class
we obssrved and the teacher’s plan for the courss highlighted generic skills instruction. For
example, the teacher conducted what she termed a “consensus” exzercise, in which students
were required to make group decisions about fabric selection for & living room designed for a
hypothetical client, justify their decisions on the basis of known facts about certain fabrics, and
provide rationales for their decisions to the group. This exercise gave students practice in
choosing the optimum of a set of plausible alternatives, providing a rationale for a decision,
and negotiating in a group to arrive at a consensus decision. In addition, the major activity in
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the class consisted of a group project in which each group was tasked with designing the inte-
rior of a six-room house. This activity was essentially an ill-defined problem that would
require students to apply the kinds of problem-solving skills that are central to our conceptual
framework. Thus it gave us the opportunity to see how students, as individuals and as a group,
approach this problem and how the teacher organizes instruction and teaching actions to sup-
port it.

Second, the teacher was vocal about the importance of teaching generic skills and showed

enthusissm for our ressarch project. Both she and the students seemed comlortable with our

initial visit, which indicated that the ressarch team would not be overly intrusive to onguing
classroom activities. Finally, this class was administered through an ROP at a local high
school where we had conducted several other studies in the past several years. From this other
ressarch (on the use of an intelligent tutoring system in algebra clasees), we had knowledge of
“traditional” academic instruction, the student body, and the broader crmmunity. We

expected that this prior experience would be useful for understanding important contextual fac-

tors that can influence the success or failure of any instructional program. It also provided a
potentially interesting way to observe differences between academic and vocational instruction
in the same achool.

While our small, nonrandom sample does not permit the statistical inference needed for a
claim of generalizsability of findings, we set methodological conditions to achieve comparability
and translatability. Our sampling strategy, the explicit delineation of generic skills and teach-
ing methods using cognitive science frameworks, and our cross-site analyses for common
instructional themes, support comparability and transiatability and provide the foundation for
comparisons in qualitative and naturalistic research.! Thus, we recognise that while an inten-
sive case analysis can provide rich hypotheses in an exploratory study such as this, the results
may have limited generalisability and will need further verification.

CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS

To gather data relevant to the second and third questions—what methods do teachers
employ to teach generic skills and how does the instructional context (teachers, students,
administrative policies) affect teaching?—we conducted an intensive case study of the interior
design class. We visited the clase 18 times over the course of six weeks and were thus able to
obeerve the class on a regular basis as the groups carried out the class project. That project
involved completing a contemporary interior design for a historical Victorian house. Students
were told to research the original house and the design tradition, draw the house, draft the
floor plan, select furnishings and coordinate colors, and prepare boards to display their pro-
posed design. The majority of students worked in groups of four to six people, although several
students worked individually. Grades were awarded for the project, with the expectation that
while certain tasks would be completed by individual members (e.g., the floor plan and the
drawing), other tasks (e.g., the furnishings selection) would be a group nroduct. The project
grade served as the final exam grade. Students were given six weeks to complets the project.
The group made decisions about the task assignments, although the teacher made the various
group assignments. _

Ressarch project members submitted a fleld report for each class, which inciuded the fol-
lowing kinds of information: physical layout, students, teaching activities (e.g., lectures,

1Por additional reading in qualitative methodology see Gosts and LeCompte (1964) and Lincoln and Guba (1988).
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individual instruction), group activities, and project progress. To provide an in-depth descrip-
tion of the learning context and culture, we used ethnographic methods, including participant
obeervation with project groups, systematic five-minute spot obssrvations among groups, and a
“found objects” assessment (e.g., changes in the physical environment that provide clues about
the learning culture and project progress; cf. Spradiey, 1979; Green and Wallat, 1961). Follow-
ing a common notion in ethnomethodological ressarch—that language tells the social reality,
describes and constitutes it as well—we focused our observations on teacher-student and
student-student interactions (cf. Coulon, 1887). That is, we sought to understand the types of
goneric skills being taught and the teaching methods used by focusing on the interactions tak-
ing place over the six-week project. Staff also met weekly to discuss their obeervations and to
begin to develop a collective picture of the class with respect to teaching and learning generic
skills.

We coded our field notes (as well as the interview data discussed below) with The Ethno-
graph (Seidel, Kjolseth, and Seymour, 1988), a computer-based analytic tool.? Using our con-
ceptual framework and domains derived during obeervations as indexing terms (e.g., learning
environment, teacher practices, lea: 1ving outcomes, dispositions, group work, individual work-
ers), we coded data and used The Ethnograph to sort them throughout the entire data set. Fre-
quently occurring codes, and those ezpected but seemingly absent, were reviewed by the
ressarch team. We sought to understand several issues, including how educational and class-
room norms might be breached in this setting yet still permit lsarning to proceed.?

ASSESSING THE INSTRUCTIONAL CONTEXT

Finally, we wanted to examine t. ¢ broader instructional context within which generic
skills programs or curricula are taught. In addition to classroom instruction, student, teacher,

mat of vocational programs may differ, for example, for white and minority students (Oakes,
1988). Students in programs viewed as “special,” like those fostering generic skills or other
innovative curricula or teaching practices, may be highly selected to ensure program success.
Teaching can be influenced by, for example, teachers’ personal control over their working
environment, workload requirements, peer relationships, and distribution of resources. District

#wﬁ-&:;&m hWhﬁ( by sssigament of codes to sections of text.
text could wmnnﬂ onvironment, teasher practioss,
work) mhmmm-nﬂmmﬂb d-::
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level administrator, conducted brief, informal interviews with other classroom teachers and
administrators, interviewed a local employer who hired students from the interior design class,
and administered a student questionnaire. Since it was beyond the scope of this study to
examine the myriad contextual variables that may influence program implementation and out-
comes, we focused our efforts mainly on examining teacher, student, and administrator beliefs
about the importance of generic versus specific skills in the curriculum and how they might
best be taught. Of particular concern were the attitudes and belisfs of all of these actors
toward the importance of learning generic skills and their applicability to post-school employ-
ment. We discuss the interview instruments in more detail below. We also examined school or
district policies that affect the program and classroom (e.g., availability of resources, local or
outside funding, links to the business and industrial communities).

Interviews

Our formal interview instruments were designed to carefully assess respondents’ percep-
tions about and experiences with the learning of generic skills and how they viewed key school
and educational policies and teaching practices that potentially influence classroom instruction
and curriculum. Because we were interested in implementation issues and the possible expan-
sion of generic skills instruction within the vocational curriculum, we also asked the teacher
and administrator to speculate about how they thought proposed policy changes might influ-
once their program and classroom. These interviews took place after we had spent some time
in the classroom. In this way we were able to fold our observations into the interview ques-
tions, asking for explanations and insights. During interviews we asked respondents first
about their perceptions, then sought specific examples or probed for contextual issuss known to
make a diffsrence in other vocational education settings.

The administrator interview gathered information on the Regional Occupational Program
that administered this class in this school, and on district-administered vocational and
academic programs. Specific questions covered, for example, budget allocation, curriculum, and
student enrollment and placement. From answers to these questions we learned about voca-
tional educstion’s role within the school and the degree to which vocational education concerns
are isolated or fragmented. Additionally, we asked about teacher selection and evaluation and
the quality of communication with employers.

The design teacher interview focused primarily on classroom and student issues, although
we were also interested in how much the teacher participated in the whole school program. We
mthomuﬂhwuthmomwwhamww:whnmmmpnudn‘dimnnt'
teacher behavic* was in fact planned and supported by the teacher’s own personal educational
philosophy. Therefore, we questioned the teacher about classroom norms, assumptions about
students’ ability, the class orientation as vocstional or workplace-related, and the types of
entry-level employment expected as the result of the class.

The employer interview centered on learning what entry-level skills emy.loyers value and




Student Questionnaire

The student questionnaire was designed to provide information about student coursework,
why students enrolled in the class, how the class fit into their future plans, and their views of
the content of the class. Specifically, we were interested in aseessing whether the students per-
ceived as important or useful the generic skills being emphasized in the courss. Having spent a
considerable amount of time in the class before constructing this questionnaire, we had a fair
idea of what the teacher intended as instructional goals. Hence, we designed a series of state-
ments against which students could rate their level of agreement on a scale of 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agres). For example, the statement “It's important to back up your
opinion with facts” relates directly to the teacher’s goal that students learn to justify their
design choices. The statement “It’s important to learn to work in a group” refers to students’
feelings about group project work. The questionnaire was distributed on the day before the
presentation of final projects. .
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IV. RESULTS

In this section we address three issues:

e What generic skills and dispositions were taught and learned. Here we are mainly
concerned with the educational content of instruction.

o How learning and teaching procesded. Here we focus on the specific pedagogical tools
and techniques the teacher used to communicate the chosen content.

e What factors contributed to the teaching and learning environment. This analysis
steps back to look at the constraints and forces that shaped the teacher’s content as

well as pedagogy.

Our analysis and discussion of the learning and teaching content in the vocational class-
rooms we observed consider, first, the “knowledge goals” embodied in the curriculum—that is,
_the kinds of skills and knowledge the teachers were attempting to help students acquire. The
analysis also considers broad curriculum decisions, such as which aspects of a subject area to
emphasize. Research on teaching (Collins and Stevens, 1982; Leinhardt, 1983; Leinhardt and
Greeno, 1988) and one-on-one tutoring (McArthur, Stass, and Zmuidzinas, 1990; Putnam,
1987) reveals that teachers’ planning, instructional activities, and teaching techniques are orga-
nised around their curriculum goals. We attempt to understand why the teachers believed
these goals important. Next, we specifically examine the teaching and learning of generic
problem-solving skills and dispositions, as defined in Sec. II. Our analysis demonstrates that
although generic skills comprise some of the knowledge and curriculum goals, they were not
necessarily the only skills leamned nor, perhaps, even the most important ones. Dispositions
were given at least equal consideration.

Our analysis of how teaching and learning proceeded includes the techniques the teacher
used to communicate information and make the important lessons and knowledge clear to stu-
dents. We also discuss how the classroom environment was configured to support the learning
of targeted skills, knowledge, and dispositions. Many features we observed do not typically
appear in many academic high school classrooms and, indeed, often pose organisational and
administrative difficulties that those teachers cannot overcome. Much of our analysis of how
the classroom environment was organised to support learning involved discerning how these
features were converted from apparent costs to benefits. In addition, we discuss teacher tech-
niques and other aspects of the environment that appeared to enhance student learning, as well
as behaviors and organisation that appeared counterproductive.

Finally, we discuss why the teaching environment was structured as it was. Rather than
looking at internal classroom factors, this part of the discussion examines the external forces
that shaped the classroom or the circumstances that permitted the teacher to create the desired
environment. We include here a discussion of how workplace demands, the constraints of the
Regional Occupational Program, and the teacher’s educational philosophy affected the interior
design class.

The analysis is primarily, but not exclusively, descriptive. In most cases we will discuse
the teacher’s knowledge goals and techniques with minimal commentary on their real impact
on student learning, since we have little data that bear cn this issus. In many cases our
evaluative or prescriptive views are implicitly positive. For ezample, the teacher techniques for
eonmmutho‘chm”thntmwhmnmdonumhdonprojxuappmwbopmﬂy
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creative solutions to difficult teaching problems. However, in some cases we do make explicit
evaluative comments. These usually refer to costs associated with a teaching decision—which
may or may not have been anticipated by the teacher—and alternative teaching choices that
were not selected but may have had important advantages.

As we described in Sec. III, we made observations in four classrooms. Results and exam-
ples reported below are derived primarily from the interior design class (the subject of our
intensive study) and the metal shop class, but they include observations from the other classes
as well.

KNOWLEDGE GOALS: WHAT WAS TAUGHT AND LEARNED

To understand the educational content of the classrooms, we must look at the knowledge
goals in the classrooms—the pariicular kinds of information, beliefs, or skills the teachers
wanted students to learn. The first few observations focus on specific kinds of generic skills
we observed being taught. These included domain-specific goals (e.g., knowledge of different
types of fabric and their characteristics) as well as domain-independent skills. Here, of course,
we focus on the latter type and provide examples from different classrooms. We also mentioa
some important content the teachers did not want students to learn. Finally, we examine how
teachers attempt to impart several important dispositions and attitudes.

1. Generic Problem-solving Skills

The teachers we observed had been chosen for study because of their interest in teaching
goneric skills in addition to, or in place of, subject-specific skills. We therefore expected to see
the teaching of some of the complex reasoning skills mentioned in Sec. II. The following sub-
sections discuse the main generic skills in this category that were taught.

1a. Repeair skills and learning from errors. Teachers encouraged students to try
out different ideas without fear of failure.

EXAMPLE: Mr. Smith,! the teacher of junior high metal shop, said he thinks kids learn
from mistakes “because they don’t remember when they get it right.” Mistakes, he
claimed, serve to focus their efforts, and when they correct a mistake, they will remember
what they did. His behavior was very consistent with his view. A student might ask him
how to do X (e.g., cut a hammerhead); Mr. Smith will not tell the student how to do X,
but challenges him or her to figure it out. The student will go away and try it. Mr.
Smith monitors the student’s progress, but does not interrupt until the student has made
a mistake that he or she cannot recover from.

Students learn from errors only if they are wiiling to try ideas that may result in mis-
takes. Hence learning from errors as a generic skill is obviously very related to a disposition
for boldness in decision making. Bold decision makers are willing to accept the negative conse-
quences of their choices, and more important, they possess the skills to fix them. Later we dis-
cuss “boldness in decision making” as well as more general interrelationships between disposi-
tions and akills.

1b. Skills for dealing with autheatic problems. The classroom environments
defined by the student projects gave rise to situations in which several kinds of important

T0 ensure ancaymity, teachers and students have been given pssudonyms.
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generic skills could naturally be learned. In the case of learning from errors, the teachers fre-
quently provided active coaching and support for learning. With the following skills, howsver,
teachers generally did not provide active coaching but instead structured the physical environ-
ment (in ways we elaborate below) so that students had an opportunity to learn the skills or, at
least, to be exposed to them.

¢ Analysis of problam and generation of solution paths. These two categories appeared as
we saw students define their own problems and solution space. For example, teams
had to identify the criteria for project completion, determine how to get there, assess
whether any team members had special skills that could be used effectively (e.g., artis-
tic talent), and determine the whereabouts of needed information.

o Euvaluation of (partial) solution paths, or monitoring as you go. Students had to deter-
mine, for example, how to best use their resources to complete somse project require-
ment and what criteria to use to signal its completion. Since students were not given
deadlines for completing some projects or parts of projects, this required them to orga-
nize their own goals and monitor their progress over relatively long periods of time—
often several weeks. Therefore, students were given opportunities to learn important
planning skills. :

o Generation of solution paths and repair. Students had the opportunity to deal with
multiple posaible solutions. None of the projects given students had a single (or even
finite number) of well-defined “correct” solutions. There were many ways of designing
a bouse or building a hammer that would “satisfice.” Students thus had opportunities
to deal with problems for which there was no single optimal solution, and to change
direction if a chosen solution path did not work out.

2. Desmphasis on Subject-specific Skills

Since we choss to observe teachers who emphasized teaching generic skills, it is not
surprising that subject-specific skills in two classrooms (interior design and metal shop) were
often downplayed in fevor of generic skills.

EXAMPLE: Mr. Smith lets students file metal in technically inferior ways—using both
forward and backward strokes—:nstead of demanding correct filing (forward only). He is
awsre of this problem but believes it is a small price to pay when giving them the oppor-
tunity to learn and perform independently.

Mr. Smith consistently emphasised to students that how a goal was accomplished was
relatively unimportant, as there were always many ways to solve a problem. Hence he placed
relatively little emphasis on specific procedures, except when safety demanded particular use of
a tool.

Ms. Adams, on the other hand, valued subject-specific skills more highly than did Mr.
Smith, and she lectured more frequently in her interior design class. But she spent even more
time coaching students in generic skills than on lecturing, which was consistent with her belief
that they would be more important in students’ future jobs. For example, Ms. Adams gave
very detailed lectures on fabrics but did not test students’ retention of this material. Almost
all of a student’s grade depended on her evaluation of the class project.

37



u

3. Deemphasis on All Students’ Reaching a Uniform Level of Performance
on Well-defined Sets of Skills

In many academic high school classes, students are required to learn a single, rolatively
well-defined set of skills or knowledge. Students’ grades are generally determined by their per-
formance on tests that all the students take. Many schools also administer district- or state-
mandated standardised achisvement tests, or they may messure their effectivenses by student
performance on Scholastic Aptitude Tests or the like. Unfortunately, teachers often thus gear
their instruction to these tests, which can seriously limit teaching and curricular innovation
(e.g, Korets, 1988). Neither Mr. Smith nor Ms. Adams graded in this way. They judged stu-
dents on the basis of their performance on class projects, and this permitted teachers to per-
sonalize asssssment.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams permitted at least two kinds of nonuniformity in assessment:
(1) On projects, students could choose the tasks that they wanted to do from the set of
tasks that made up the whole. This allowed a student with little artistic ability, for
example, to do background research as his contribution to the group project. (2) Stu-
dents’ grades depended less on the excellence of their results (project) than on the
teacher’s estimate of how far they had come during the semester. We noted that several

students with only average-quality projects received relatively high grades.

This desmphasis on uniform skills is perhape consistent with the desmphasis on domain-
specific skills. That is, well-defined, subject-specific skills were in part replaced by relatively
“ill-defined” knowiedge that falls outside the standard subject curriculum. The teachers
exploited the flexibility this ambiguity implies to tailor their evaluation of students.

The decision to personalize evaluation can also be viewsd as a natural response to student
diversity in vocational clasess, be it ethnic, racial, experiential, or academic. However, it is
important to note that to these teachers, different standards of evaluation did not mean lower
standards for some students. The teachers simply required students who were not strong in
one area to show excellence in another.

EXAMPLE: A student was placed in Ms. Adams’s class fresh out of drug rehabilitation.
Ma. Adams noted over time that his reading, writing, and spelling skills were too poorly
developed to allow him to express his understandiug oi and ideas about interior design,
and his exam score suffered. In order to challenge his aitistic talent and evaluate his
growth in the class, she assigned a difficult architectural drawing. He did a fine job on
the project and was quite proud of the resuit. Nuw more willing to accept his talent, the
student found steady employment at a wallpaper store.

This type of individuslised evaluation seems suited to the realities of the workplace.
Many jobs involve several kinds of skills, and few people show uniform performance overall
For example, one secretary may be skilled at scheduling meetings or doing administrative
tasks, while another is better at composing letters and editing manuscripts. Overall, each may
be a good and efficient secretary, but each has a different profile of strengths and weaknessss.

4. Emphasis on Acquiring Generally Useful Attitudes and Work Habits

Becsuse subject-specific knowledge was desmphasised in these vocational classes, perhaps
the main focus was the learning of what we refer to in our conceptual framework as disposi-
tions. Teachers emphasized many dispositions or attitudes aimed at encouraging students to
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become independent problem aclvar, taking advantage of the privileges of this independence
and also fulfilling the responsibilities it implies. Below we list a representative set of the
specific attitudes the teachers emphasized.

4a. Ability to make decisions. As we discuss below, teachers structured projects so
that each student, and each project team, was forced to make decisions about what to do and
how to do it. In contrast with a traditional mathematics class, for example, where students
have well-defined problems to solve and well-defined routes to determine the correctness of
their solutions (ask the teacher, look at the answers in the back of the book), students in these
classrooms generally had to define their own problems, find their own tools for solving the
problems, and judge their own solutions.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams'’s interior design class project involved decorating six rooms in a
houss. While some aspects of the project were constrained (e.g., a board showing the

design of each room had to be completed, showing carpeting, wallpaper, etc.), she delib-
orately underconstrained the task to encourage students to “think creatively.”

This emphasis on students making their own decisions extended beyond global structur-
ing of the course to very local interactions with students.

EXAMPLE: When a girl cannot get her hammerhead out of a vice (even with the help of
a couple of other girls), Mr. Smith does not go over and do it for her. Rather, he asks her
what she would do if he weren't around, thereby making the student find her own solu-
tion. She requests help from one of the buys, who frees the hammer.

EXAMPLE: A student asks Ms. Adams about chinty (a flower-designed pattern). He
shows her a peach-colored sample of wallpaper and asks, “Do you like that?” As. Adams:
Does it look okay to you? Student: I gusss you can’t give a tachnical answer to that, can
you ... it's like me asking you what to write. Ms. Adams: It's not important if “I would
personally go with it." What's important is would it be wise. As a rule a designer goes
with something different. That's why people pay you.

4b. Taking respoasibility for your own decisions; devaluing appeals to author-
ity. As the above example shows, teachers consistently deflected requests for information and
help when they knew students could solve the problem themselves. More generally, they
emphasised that the studants could not rely on the teacher’s suthority as a crutch or as a
means of getting easy answers and simplifying their problem solving. According to the teach-
ers, this illustrated for the students the other side of independence: You not only get to make
your own decisions, but you have to implement them and stand by them. A consistent message
to the studsnts was that they were responsible.

EXAMPLE: A student comes to Mr. Smith and asks how to cut the wedge o::¢ of her
hammer. He engages the student in a dialogue about this but will not answer directly.
He challenges ber to “use your brain” or “figure it out yourself.® He is careful not to
frustrate her (often this is what he used his humor for), but still he gives her no informa-
tion. His action has the desired effect. She thinks for a bit, looks at what other students
are doing, and sees that a saw will do the trick.

One interesting consequence of the teacher’s withdrawal of suthority and assistance was
that students were forced to learn to help one another and develop some cooperative skills. In
the example above, the teccher also inadvertently teaches a technique that the student can use
to solve problems: search for cluss in the environment.
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40. Boldness in decision making. Teachers recognized that many students are very
reluctant to make significant decisions, and they countered this tendency by encouraging stu-
dents to be “bold.”

EXAMPLE: Bob shows Ms. Adams a wallpaper sample in beige. Ms. Adams looks at it
and asks Bob if he can’t “come up with something less safe.” Bob, looking pussled, asks
what is wrong with beige. Ms. Adams turns the question around, but Bob cannot
respond. She explains that beige is not a design challenge: “There is nothing to do with
it. You can’t make a mistake with it.” -

Stressing boldness in decision making reflected the teachers’ concern that many clase-
room experiences teach students to fear “standing up for themselves.” From an interview with
Mas. Adams:

Ms. Adams: If I had spoon-fed the kids, it would have defeated the whole purpose of the
project; they would have never shifted gears. They were frustrated when they didn’t get
the answer, but they learned that it's okay for them to have an opinion as long as it's
backed by a rationale. ... Liking something is not enough. When you don't give your
opinion you give away your power—classes usually teach kids to fesr standing up for
themselves. Interviewer (paraphrasing Ms. Adams): School beats powsr out of the stu-
dent? Ms. Adams (chuckling): Hey, that sounds like something | might say . .. you're
right, and it's a rude awakening. Where do students get a class in it? ... ] try to teach
them “don’t be afraid to be bold.”

As the above example indicates, part of the resson teachers stressed dispositions (as
opposed to generic or domain-specific skills) was their belief that at least some of the impor-
tant lessons their students needed to learn had little to do with traditional classroom teaching.
Our cbesrvations indicated that teachers felt genuine concern that students often had low self-
esteem, and they believed that part of their responsibility was to deal with motivational and
affective problems as well as cognitive ones. Aware that their students had very urgent prob-
lems to confront in their lives, teachers thought they ought to provide students with valuss and
broad attitudes with which to tackle these problems. Further eviaince of the teachers’ concern
with this knowledge goal comes from interviews. Both Mr. Smith and Ms. Adams displayed
great knowledge of their studsnts’ lives and problems outside school. They were clearly con-
cerned with each student’s general state of well-being, not just his or her intellectual advance-
ment. In general, many of the teachers’ knowledge goals for students can be understood only
from this perspective.

4d. Learning the parameters of workplace situations. The teachers also made
efforta to help students appreciate the contingencies of the world outside school. Teachers
deliberately attempted to make the classroom environment closer to the authentic work
environments in which these students will eventually find themselves. By the same token,
they were aware of the artificial aspects of typical classroom environments.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams noted several ways she sees typical classroom environments not
setting up realistic problem-solving situations. These included structuring situations in
which (1) there is usually one and only one “right answer,” (2) the teacher is the main or
sols source of information as well as judger of performance, and (3) there is a single,
well-defined set of skils that all students must learn. Ms. Adams indicated that she
attempted to structure classroom tasks so that many solutions were possible. Thus stu-
dents would, within reason, develop their own standards by which to judge products and
learn that various kinds of skills could be rewarded with good grades.
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In making the classroom a relatively authentic experience, the teachers did not shy away
from exposing students to some of the harder realities of the workplace. For example, if stu-
dents complained about deadlines, they were often reminded that in the workplace a missed
deadline has serious consequences.

EXAMPLE: In Ms. Adams’s class, as the doadline for project completion nears, she is
met with complaints that students did not know ahout some deliverable, or could not find
the materials necessary to complete their work. Ms. Adams responds, “Do what you can
at this point. That’s all you can do.” She mentions that this is what happens in the real
world of design, too.

The following example also demonstrates how Ms. Adams has at least an intuitive under-
standing of Weiner’s (1986) attributional theory of motivation. According to this theory, stu-
dents who attribute prior success to stable factors (e.g., high ability or an easy task) should
hold higher achievement expectations than students who stress unstable factors (e.g., high
effort or good luck). Ms. Adams wants to discourage “bad luck” as a reason for poor perfor-
mance.

EXAMPLE: When told that a floor plan is missing, Ms. Adams will first ask the stu-
dent, “How long has it been missing?” If it has been lost longer than a few days, she will
not accept the excuse because the student made a conscious choice not to take care of the
problem. She reasons that when one is in business and something comes up missing, the
customer or boss is not going to accept a bad-luck story. She tries to stop this type of
habit because it becomes a lot easier to “use” bad luck as an excuse the second time
around.

We classify the teachers’ lessons about the wurkplace as dispositions since, in most cases,
the lessons stopped short of training students in specific skills they might require to carry
them out. Rather, the focus uppeared to be more on giving students an appreciation of the
contingencies and constraints they could expect to encounter and on inculcating the broad
habits that would be necessary to deal with workplace problems.

4¢. Emphasizing ends over means. An attitude related to simulating workplace
situations in the classroom involved the distinction between the end result of a task and the
process one uses to get there,

EXAMPLE: In an interview, Mr. Smith espoused a strong belief in “function over form.”
He related his experience in the lsrasli army, where, as an air force mechanic, he was
often forced to fix aircraft using tools and parts that had to be mads impromptu to fit the
required functionality. This was consistent with his stated philosophy of education: the
main issue is the final product—either it works or it dossn't—and students can use what-
ever means necessary, 88 long as it works. His belief was also consistent with his class-
room behavior Mr. Smith did not watch students closely to see how they were cutting
their hammasirads or drilling their holes, except in a foew cases where a student was
doing something dangerous. But when students showed him what they had dons, he was

quick to judge whether the quality was adequate. :

4f. Encouraging questioning of authority. In stressing ends over means, the teach-
ors were communicating to students that there are often muitiple ways of solving problems,
and that it is frequently counterproductive to adhere unquestioningly to many “rules of
behavior.” This attitude clearly extended to their own behavior (a fact that was not miseed by
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the students). Neither Ms. Adams nor Mr. Smith held school bureaucracy in great respect, nor
did they always follow school procedure.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams noted that the schoc.! committees studying the improvement of
teaching skills are ill advised because “committess, (and] the school board are about talk-
ing, not actions. Teachers need to stop studying problems and start doing ... I come
from an industry that must do, not just talk.”

Both teachers challenged school norms but found ways to participate in school activities
and yet remain autonomous. They both felt that “correct form” impeded useful functioning in
their classrooms. In short, they had adopted the attitude of questioning authority and norms,
and through their behavior, they encourage the same in their students. One student challenged
authority as follows:

EXAMPLE: A Chicano student had no use for the assignment to design a six-room Vic-
torian house for his final project, and declared that he would design a one-bedroom house
for a “poor Mexican family.” This change in plan meant, of course, that his project work
would be significantly reduced. Ms. Adams did not object outright, as she accepted his
message that history, for him, meant “Mezican.” In an effort to push him to do an
equally complicated project, she said, “Hey, get with it! Design it for a rich Chicano who

made it in the barrio . . . who wants a real classy place to live and enjoy his money.” The

student switched gears and, by the completion of the project, had discarded all his initial
selections and replaced them with more sophisticated designs in the Southwestern tradi-
tion.

Teachers encouraged a questioning attitude in the classroom, while fostering project prog-
ress and learning. Classroom management was a balance between respect for students on the
one hand and control over the classroom on the other.

EXAMPLE: In her interview Ms. Adams commented that “classrooms that are bound
and determined that academic achisvement will take place” do not offer an environment
where students are “required to take responsibility for choices because the right answer is
what they [teachers] look for. But what happens when the right answer changed and it
wasn't in the textbook and the teacher didn’t know it because the teacher stopped learn-
ing? These kids are smart, and some days they have the answer and you don't.” She
then added emphatically, “My classroom is not a democracy and kids know it. I've got to
have some control over these tough characters.”

EXAMPLE: Mr. Smith calls himeelf a dictator in his classroom, and he is, when it
comes to the quality of his students’ work. Otherwise, the shop has a highly social atmo-
lphnnwlthalotoljokiulndmovln(m“nmdmumkonindividmlpm He
also speaks of “scratching your boss’s back.” He wants his students to carefully pick their
battles with authority.

8. Cooperative Skills

Several factors conspired to make cooperative skills important in the classrooms. First,
thmprojmmmAdlm’sclnonqumdMnutoworkW. Cooperation was
cxpﬂdtlyunedonodmddinund.uﬂuthum“eonumpm' This denoted a pro-
eodzmwhmbythomxdontmad.adochbn(o.g.,uhctiuhbﬂe)byoﬂoﬁuacholumdat
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least one reason to justify that choice (the rationale). Other students were required to respond
to the choice and debate it in terms of the offered rationale. Ms. Adams described consensus
process in considerable detail at the beginning of the course, although later in the semester she
did not focus on it explicitly.

EXAMPLE: Karen, a student with several leadership positions in school, did not want to
work with a group that had chosen another leader. For a while she stopped coming to
class, and then she participated in group decision making reluctantly (she did not like her
group’s choices, either). Karen admitted that she was angry because she did not know
how to be part of a group and not lead. After a while, bothered that she was letting the
group down, she decided to get involved again. In the end, she felt she had made a con-
tribution and that the final project was good. Although she was fully aware of this situa-
tion, Ms. Adams did not intervene except to let Karen know that she expected her parti-
cipation. According to Ms. Adams, this is how she forces students to take responsibility
for their own actions. For Ms. Adams, this was a particularly important lesson for the
workplace: “What happens when Karen is at a negotiating table and things aren’t going
her way? ... If she walks, she’s gone. Now, wasn't that a wonderful lesson to learn at
177"

By contrast, Mr. Smith rarely called explicitly for cooperation, as projects in his class
were carried out individually. However, as we noted above, we obeerved considerable coopera-
tion arising out of Mr. Smith's insistence that the students use the environment to solve their
problems, rather than relying on his authority and expertise. In addition, as we discuse later
on, Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith both employed master-apprentice teaching styles that engen-
dered cooperation.

Summary: Relationships between Generic Skills and Dispositions

To summarize, our analysis identified several kinds of generic skills that were the focus of
teaching. However, the teaching of thees ressoning skills was more implicit than explicit. For
example, Ms. Adams’s project-centered curriculum structure provided an ideal forum for teach-
ing students about a broad range of generic skills, such as subgoal decomposition, hypothesis
generation and testing, and 80 on. But instead of explicitly teaching the steps of a problem-
solving process, she structured the environment to induce students to use them. How she
accomplished this, and the implications of this approach for learning, are discussed in the sec-
tions that follow.

In addition, we found that teachars emphasised dispositions—attitudes and general work
habits or ethics—over complex reasoning skills or domain-specific sitills. Furthermore, the
dispositions and attitudes we observed are related in interesting ways to generic skills. In gen-
oral, we can think of the attitudes as general cognitive dispositions to act. For example, the
attitude of “think for yourself” or “use your brain” is essentially an exhortation to marshal
one’s cognitive and affective resources in the service of a problem or goal. Dispositions, there-
fore, do not take the place of generic problem-solving skills. For example, when you have
decided to allocate resources to solve a problem, you still need to invoke skills that will, say,
decompose your main goals. Without such basic attitudes, however, & student may never be in
a position to attempt to exercise or learn important problem-solving skills. If a student does
not believe he is responsible for solving a problem, he will often do the minimum amount pos-
sible to deal with it. In such cases, students’ “mindless” approaches to problems may subvert




30

attempts to teach them useful problem-solving skills. In some sense, then, having the produc-
tive attitudes discussed here is prerequisite to learning and using many other generic skills.
Wae believe that in many cases our teachers, recognizing that their students lacked these basic
attitudes, focused on imparting them rather than teaching more sophisticated reasoning skills.
Interestingly, this conclusion appears consistent with several studies in which employers were
interviewed about desirable employee traits (e.g., Bruwn, 1988; Carnevale, Gainer, and Meltzer,
1968; Michigan Employability Skills Task Force, 1888). While subject-specific and complex
reasoning skills were high on the lists, attitudes and work habits (e.g., an ability to show up for
work on time) were equally stressed.

HOW THE CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENTS SUPPORTED LEARNING

In this section we look more at the how of learning than the what. Instead of examining
the content of the knowledge communicated, we discuss some of the factors that might have
contributed to the success of the classrooms as learning environments. In examining these fac-
tors we do not restrict ourselves to only the teachers’ techniques for conveying major lessons.
While such techniques are important, we also examine the physical and social structure of the
classroom. Our view is that the teacher is just one of several tools in the classroom environ-
ment that can support learning.

Our analysis of the factors contributing to learning is more formative than our assess-
ment of generic skills and attitudes being taught. To understand the knowledge that was the
focus of learning and teaching we were able to rely on an extensive literature in cognitive sci-
ence. That work provided a theory that describes relatively igorously the structure of some
generic skills, yielding a list of features we could expect to see in the field. However, with few
exceptions, there is no similar, broad theory of how environments can be configured to support
the learning of such skills,. The work of Collins, Brown, and Newman (1889) on cognitive
apprenticeship provided a main theoretical foothold for our analysis.

Wae divide the discussion of classroom environments into several different categories.

o Features of the curriculum, course content, and the classroom.

o Teaching policy: overall properties of the teacher’s approach to teaching in the clase-
room.

o Teaching %ochnimm: more specific techniques used by the teacher to further his or
her knowledge goals for the students.

We discuss each category below, first describing our observations, then speculating on
how each supported the knowledge goals delineated in the previous section.

Features of the Curriculum and Classroom

1. Project-based. The dominant feature of the classes was that students learned while
doing projects. In the vocabulary of Collins, Brown, and Newman (1989), learning was
“situated.” In Ms. Adams’s class, for example, students worked in groups of three to five on a
single project that lasted approximataly six weeks. In Mr. Smith's class, projects were individ-
ual, and several (up to five or siz) were completed in a semester. Although both teachers pro-
vided lectures and demonstrations (where all students watched the teacher perform some task),
these activities accounted for a ralatively small percentage of classroom time and were always
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given in the context of information needed by the students to complete projects. In both
classes, grades were determined almost exclusively by performance on the projecta.

Several features of the projects are worthy of note. First, the tasks appeared to have
some authenticity. In Mr. Smith’s class, a project’s authenticity was guaranteed by the fact
that, when complete, it resulted in a usable object (e.g., a hammer). Since students were free
to choose their projects (within limits), they could plan to build artifacts that were potentially
valuable for them. In Ms. Adama’s class, authenticity derived from her personal interest in
interior design. As a working professional in that fleld, she attempted to structure student
projects to resemble, at least in form, the sort of project actually produced in professional inte-
rior design firms.

EXAMPLE: At the completion of the project, students were required to present their
work. In preparation for this presentation, Ms. Adams modeled how presentation boards
/(conuinln; selections of materials for each room) should be designed. She explained that
such presentations were crucial in selling the client. In addition, students were required
to prepare project budgets and telephone manufacturing firms to get actual prices.

Ms. Adams also frequently used “war stories” to teach students a particular lesson or
communicate about the project. For example, she explained why linen drapes are a poor choice
by relating a story about a client who had insisted that she use linen for the drapes. This
choice proved disastrous, because linen reacts to humidity: when it was damp the drapes
sagged and lost their pleats, when dry they shrank and wrinkled. War storise—the anecdotal
retelling of experiences to one's associates on the job—have been shownr to be a very effective
means for teaching and learning diagnostic skills in a community of workers (e.g., Orr, 1086).

Second, perhape partly because of their authenticity, the projects generally sppeared to be
intrinsically motivating. Overall, students were on-task a high percentage of the time. In Mr.
Smith’s class this was uniformly true. In Ms. Adams’s class, at the outset students were not
fully engaged with the task and often attempted to look busy without working. By the end of
the project, virtually all the students seemed heavily involved.

Relationship to knowledge goals. The fact that the projects were motivating to students
generally insured a high time-on-task, so most students were exposed to many potential learn-
ing experiences. The relative authenticity of the projects meant that the students were in
learning vnvironments whose lessons were possibly valuable. The use of an authentic task
clearly reflected the teacher belief that exposing students to practical work lessons is essential.

Designing the projects to last for fairly long periods permitted students to be exposed to
problem-solving challenges that students in many classrooms rarely see. In academic clasees,
for example, typical student tasks begin and end in a relatively short time (less than an hour in
math clasees, perhape a few days in classes such as history). Consequently, students are rarely
required to manage their own time or decide how to organize or decomposs large goals into
subtasks. In addition, although many academic classes give students opportunities to
coopetate, the period is typically too short to be of much instructional value; the cooperative
skills we saw in the vocstional classes generally did not develop to an effective level until after
several weeks of interaction. It is interesting to note that projects in the workplace very often
extend for weeks or months. Most classroom experiences do not prepare students for the
problem-solving challenges posed by such long-term activities.

Authenticity was also derived from a reliance on workplace norms associated with project
progress and completion. Initially, we observed more socialising going on in the classroom
than one expects and thought that project progress might be suffering. But from our



asssssment of the physical changes in the environment (i.e., the “found objects”) over time, we
learned that projects were progressing much further than we had thought. The room became
progressively messier as students involved themselves in solution generation and repair.

EXAMPLE: During the project’s fifth week we obeerved side desks covered with rolls of
paper, primarily discards with various shapes—squares, rctangies—cut and removed. We
counted ten such discards, left from students’ work on composing boards. Wallpaper
books were open to samples. Samples were cut from design magasines. The east wall of
tables was littered with seven T-squares, three sets of boards (two used and crudely cut,
the third new), a box of uncut boards, and a box of tile samples with seven of 24 remain-
ing. The bookcase of wallpaper and design books was no longer organized, as students
selected materials cortinually.  The multidrawer storage cabinet for finished products was
three-quarters full; two weeks before it had been empty.

Project work in the workplace has similar dynamics. Socializing goes on until the very
last minute, when the deadline crunch is near. Solution genersiion and repair is manifested in
mock-ups, draft reports, paper piles, and messy offices. In Ms. Adams’s class, evidence of this
trial-and-error period could be seen in the mock display boards using plain paper and the mul-
tiple drawings of floor plans and elevations showing various degrees of detail and accuracy.

Just as a seesoned manager knows just the right criteria by which to judge project prog-
ress, Ms. Adams monitored progress by the types of questions students asked. She character-
ized certain types of queries as “first-week” questions: “What do I do next?” “Where can I
find a pencil and tape?” She could see progress when students began to ask questions indicat-
ing their active involvement with problem solving: “Does this sketch need more shading?”
“Does this mirror work as a focal point?” While Ms. Adams’s approach to monitoring and her
adult treatment of students gave the appearance of a “hands-off” teacher, the classroom also
took on a decidedly workplace orientation akin to one in which expectations about a project’s
completion guide a manager's communications to, monitoring of, and intervention with adult
workers.

3. Freedom in organising projects. The way the projects were organized appeared at
least as important as the project content in contributing to student learning. In these class-
rooms, we observed a high degree of student choice at many levels.

o Choice of projects. In Ms. Adams’s class, projects were underdefined. While all groups
were required to decorate six rooms of a house, the house itself was open to choice, as
was the design of each room. In Mr. Smith's class, each project had a well-defined
product, but the choice of product was up to the student.

o No intermediate milestones. Especially in Ms. Adamas's class, once students understood
the basic deliverables of the project, they were given relatively little aid in decompos-
ing this large goal into manageabl. subgoals. This often led to floundering. But it
also forced students to manage their own time and make decisions about how to orga-
nise or decomposs large tasks.

o Students did not procesd lochstep. Students had surprising autonomy while working on
projects. This is partly a consequence of the lack of structure that resulted from hav-
ing no intermediate milestonss. To further encourage students to work at their own
pace, the teschers physically structured the class so that students generally knew
where the required tools were and how to use them (e.g., Mr. Smith trained students to
use all the important power tools at the beginning of the semester). In this way the
teachers further relinquished local control on student actions, in strong contrast to the
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typical practice of providing access to materials and tools through the teacher, which is
a natural way to regulate and synchronize student behavior. The relaxation of teacher
control also allowed, among other things, free student movement around the classroom
as well as other behaviors that gave the appearance of disorder and general chacs.
However, teachers apparently felt the benefits accompanying the disorder outweighed
its costs.

o Teachers resisted intervention. Surprisingly, teachers spent little time circulating and
judging student progress. Ms. Adams, for exzample, even at the beginning of the proj-
oct when students were floundering the most, generally stayed at her deek (at the front
of the class) and commented only when students asked questions. As previously dis-
cussed, the fact that teachers did not intervene did not mean they were not monitoring
studentas.

o Students performed different tasks and learned different shills. Not only were students
permitted to proceed at their own pace on projects, but, at least in Ms. Adams's class,
they were not required to learn uniform skills. Each project required the completion of
several tasks involving very different skills (e.g., doing a history of an architectural
period, drawing the house elevation, selecting fabrics for rooms). Members of each
group could negotiate to determine who would do each task. Hence, within limits, stu-
dents could select tasks that appealed to them or for which they had talent.

o Freedom from typical classroom rules. Consistent with their belief that school con-
straints are often unnatural, teachers implicitly structured their classrooms so that at
least some of the conventions of normal classrooms were abandoned. As we mentioned
earlier, both Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith were skeptical of classroom rules designed to
maintain order (e.g., students remaining quist and seated). Ms. Adams consciously
permitted a considerable amount of fraternizing and off-project activity in her class.
This fresdom was curtailed only when group members abused the privilege by falling
behind in their work. In general, students were permitted to talk freely and move
about the classroom as they wished.

Relationship to knowledge goals. The way the teachers structured projects is consistent
with the goals set out in the previous section. In many respects, the freedom given students to
organize their projects reflects the realities of the workplace. In addition, it is consistent with
teachers’ interest in having students make their own decisions and take responsibility for those
decisions. For Ms. Adams, at least, this conviction goes further. One of her main knowledge
goals was to help students learn to be bold in decision making or to be creative. Central to her
model of how to engender creativity was to put minimal constraints on students’ thinking.

While organising projects in an unconstrained fashion is consistent with imparting cer-
tain important skills and attitudes, it has potential drawbecks. In particular, in both class-
rooms we observed behavior that bordered on chaos and floundering. In giving students the
freedom to organize their activities there is a real danger that they will dissolvs into disorgani-
zation. Below we discuse some of the techniques the teachers used to prevent this, and we also
discuss what happened when they failed to prevent it.

The Role of Teacher Policies

The teachers had several broad rules of thumb or policies that seemed to govern in a glo-
bal way how they informed and interacted with students. These policies often complemenied
features of the projects and helped to enhance the value of the projects in supporting learning.
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1. Teacher and student on an “equal” footing. Many obesrvations suggested that
teachers strove to interact with students “on their level,” or perhape to elevate students to the
teacher's loevel. This was most easily seen in the casual friendliness and respectfulness of
teacher-student interactions. For example, Mr. Smith’s students often called him by his last
name only; Ms. Adams and her students frequently spent the minutes before and after class in
social conversation. Ms. Adams’s rapport with her students was evident during our interview
with her at the end of the semester—several students stopped by to get their grades, discuss
problems they wer> having with other teachers, and chat about the senior class party. The
existence of this conunon level was clearly understood explicitly by the teachers, and perhape
more implicitly by the students. Our discussions with students revecled that they sensed
genuine caring and respect from the teachers. Ms. Adams, for example, is aware, and
chagrined, that many teachers have a low opinion of their students. In contrast, her view is
very positive:

There are many issues outside of teaching that are important in the school. I am just amaszed

at the problems these kids have whils they are still taking classes. And they pull it off. How

can you look down on these kids when they.do all of that? Could you do it? I couldn’t when
I was that age.

Relationship to knowledge goals. Our observations suggest this common level served
several important functions. Most obviously, it improved student-teacher relationships. Gen-
erally, teachers find it easier to teach students who like and admire ther and who feel that the
respect is mutual. Second, it is consistent with the teachers’ attempta to disengage the clase-
room from usual academic conventions. Among these conventions is a view that students are
in some sense inferior to teachers, at least in knowledge and experience. Third, the common-
level approach is consistent with the teachers’ attempts to reduce their authority (at least with
respect to providing the sole standard of judgment) and to instill students with a sense of
independence. Finally, the positive relationship between students and teacher provided an
environment in which students could make decisions without fear of failure, as we elaborate
below.

2. Master-apprentice relationship more than student-teacher. Broadly, the kind
of relationship we obeerved arising between student and teacher was neither the usual
student-teacher relationship nor a strictly collegial one. Rather, in some respects it resembied
the roles of master and apprentice.? The teacher was regarded as the expert or “model” practi-
tioner of the craft, and he or she also possessed a greater associated factual knowledge and
skill. On the other hand, the student had a limited knowledge of facts and skill but was
increasing both continually.

Both Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith were competent lecturers but placed littls emphasis on
this way of communicating information. Mr. Smith’s lectures were usually quite brisf, and
they appeared to be the least interesting part of each class for both teacher and students. He
explained that lectures were kept brief because they usually involved demonstrating procedures.
Ideally, such lectures came just before students were ready to use the procedures. However,
since Mr. Smith’s students did not progress in unison, many students forgot the lectured infor-
mation by the time it was needed.
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One-on-one tutoring or master-apprentice interactions were the main methods by which
teachers distributed information and shaped the students’ progress. While a considerable
amount of Ms. Adams’s class time was spent at her desk at the front of the class, she would
also circulate and interact at least once with every group. When students were still at the
novice level, typically during the early stages of the project, her interactions might be either
motivational or managerial in intent.

EXAMPLE: Dave, a second-semester student working independently on his project, asks
Ms. Adams about his next step. (According to Ms. Adams, this was a “first-week” ques-
tion.) She replies quite sharply, giving him the answer and then continuing with the
admonishment, “I'm raising my voice to you, Dave, because you ought to know this infor-
mation. You had this last semester.” Dave just blandly returns her look and asks, “So
what is the next step?” Ms. Adams replies with exasperation, “DAVE!"

However, as groups journeyed from requiring management, through requesting merely
technical information, and finally to asking for artistic consultation, the perceived quality of
the interactions improved.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams only approached this group once today, although she made
several trips to other groups. In dealing with this advanced group, she conversed at a
very high level and about domain-specific issues. For example, it wasn't in terms of
“How's your decision making going?” or even “Lat’s see what you've chosen for the
entranceway,” but rather “Use Louis XIV, maybe Georgian, definitely not Colonial or
Louis XV." She made no comment whatsosver on what the students had done, but just
offered advice of this sort.

Ms. Adams was skilled at giving constructive local critiques of designs and at dispensing
important pieces of information on request. While her lectures were invarisbly interesting,
they focused primarily on factual information (e.g., properties of a wide range of fabrics). This
sort of information was important in students’ projects, as, for exampls, they needed to know
facts about certain fabrics in order to make selections and then justify them later. However,
much of the information students needed was procedural, such as how to cut matte boards or
mount fabric. Virtually all this procedural knowiedge was transmitted in tutorial or master-
apprentice interactions. Indeed, we noted many cases where Ms. Adams simply forgot to corn-
municste information while lecturing and distributed it later in one-on-one interactions. In
Mhrmmmdmmmomhﬁcmnpm&amhmmmdtopufn
over a didactic approach following a strict lesson plan (cf. McArthur, Stass, and Zmuidsinas,
1990).

Relationship to knowledge goals. The master-apprentice or one-on-one tutoring policy was
essential because the students did not proceed in unison and their needs for information and
coaching diffared greatly. In some cases, the teachers’ solution to this problem was to repeat
the information in one-on-one tutoring interactions as students needed it. An important alter-
native technique used by both teachers was to delegate this responsibility to other students
who had mastered the procedure in question. As with other master-apprentice situations, there
is no discrete distinction between student and teacher, but rather a continuous gradation of
expertise from low to high. Both teachers took advantage of this gradction by encouraging
more advanced students to help less advanced ones. This solution had several important side
benefits with respect to the teachers’ knowledge goals. Not only did apprenticeship reduce the
burden on the teacher, it also encouraged student cooperation, acted as a motivator or reward
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for the student giving the advice, and freed students from dependence on the teacher’s author-
ity.

8. Adult learning model. Much cf the teachers’ behavior, especially Ms. Adams's, can
be accounted for by their explicit view that students are mature, reasonably experienced, and
motivated to learn. Several observations are consistent with this hypothesis. Most of Ms.
Adama's teaching experience has been in aduit vocational education and traliiing classes, which
are often project-centered. Second, in many adult education clasees, the introduction and
motivation for projects is brie®. This is consistent with our observation that teachers min-
imised lecture time, often preferring to distribute information on an as-needed basis when stu-
dents were solving project problems. Third, and consistent with the constrained introduction
and management of projects, paperwork is also often minimizsed. We noted that students were
given surprisingly little “hardcopy” information. For example, in Ms. Adams’s class, students
were not given a written description of the main deliverables of their projects, even though
there were several well-defined tasks that needed to be accomplished.

Relationship to knowledge goals. We observed several ways in which this adult learning
model worked well for the students. In the most general sense, it promoted an egalitarian
atmosphere in class, consistent with the teacher’s desire to raise the “level” of the students. In
addition, it permitted greater time-on-task in projects and enabled teachers to focus their
teaching efforts more on “micro-apprenticeships” than on lectures, which could not be tailored
to the needs of individual students. However, we also noticed several potentially undesirable
effects of this approach to teaching, which we detail later on.

4. Class projects as business; accountability. Thmuho\npropctwork.thotuchan
continually shaped students’ learning and performance by relating aspects of the project to the
workplace. In Ms. Adsms’s clase, projects were initially motivated by their relationship to
external factors. Ms. Adams made- it clear to students that the project activities they were
engaged in simulated the tasks of real designers. Students were also made aware that perform-
ing well in the class had some more immediate real-world benefits: local stores often hired stu-
dents who completed this course; previous students in the clase had gone on to win design com-
petitions. Thus, in several ways, her students underatood that their projects were not simply
academic exercises.

During the course of projects both Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith justi.ied many of their deci-
sions by citing their authentic relationship to workplace contingencies. For example, as noted
above, Mr. Smith would usually resist giving answers to students, instead asking them what
would happen if he were unavailable. Mr. Smith frequently used business metaphors in dis-
cussing how students will be judged: “If you don't work, you won't get paid"—that is, the
student’s grade will suffer. For Ms. Adams, relating consequences of student bebavior to work-
place contingencies is second nature, as she said in her interview (see “Knowledge Goals” in
Sec. IV, part 4d).

Mr. Smith not only discussed students’ performance in terms of the workplace, but in
several ways actually violated conventions to transform the classroom into a workplace.

EXAMPLE: At the beginning of class, students cheerfully arm themselves with their
brooms and dustpans and police the campus and pergola ares, then return to class for
their “reward” (grilled chesse sandwiches). This practice has been especially arranged by
Mr. Smith and is, strictly speaking, against school rules, since students are not supposed
to be in the yard during class time.
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Mr. Smith explained that the sandwiches are distributed as part of the school nutrition pro-
gram, and those that remain uneaten get thrown away. Thus, he “mads a deal” with the food
concessioner at the school to give the sandwiches to him in exchange for his students’ cleaning
up the lunch area. The janitor, of course, is also happy with this arrangement.

EXAMPLE: Mr. Smith asks for a voluntesr, selects a student (usually one that is far
along on his/her project), and has the student help with some specific task. In one case
the student helped make dustpans for the yard-cleaning activity and for shop cleaning.
Once Mr. Smith had completed spot-welding, he folded the precut shest metal while the
student helped hold the metal down. Mr. Smith spoke to the student and gave pointers
throughout.

Theee tactics are true “multipurpose moves” that serve to further Mr. Smith’s goals. They tie
the classroom to authentic workplace situations, model the ideas of looking beyond form to
function and questioning authority (the first example), and represent classic master-apprentice
interactions (the second example). Moreover, they provide his students with meals (many of
them are from poor families and may come to school hungry) and, finally, provide Mr. Smith
with useful shop tools.

Although the workplace perspective aims at making students accountable for their work,
teachers are careful to temper the hard line this implies when it might jeopardize student
motivation.

EXAMPLE: The class is almost over (Mr. Smith had called for cleariup), but one girl is
not quite through sawing a wedge off her hammerhead. He just stops and completes it for
her. In Jdoing this Mr. Smith makes an obvious exception to his rule of insisting the stu-
dents solve problems themselves and not appeal to suthority. Apparently he felt that
completing this goal at this particular time was very important.

EXAMPLE: Linda and Ross nervously seek out Ms. Adams’s assistance on their project,
since both Stan and Anna (an exchange student who returned home) have left the group.
Ms. Adams tells them not to write Stan off yet, and she promises that she will assign
another student to help them with the art work if he does not return. She recruits Frank
as the backup, promising him extra credit for the work.

Thus, thess teachers appenred to understand the pedagogical limitations of strictly viewing the
classroom as a workplace.

The Role of Specific Teaching Techniques

Teachers employed specific teaching techniques to implement their knowledge goals and
policies. In the above discussion of different policies we had occasion to describe several tech-
niques used in their service. Here we attempt to understand the specific techniques employed
by the teachers to solve some of the problems that arise in a project-centsred classroom where
students are given considerable freedom and are taught using an adult learning model. The
main challenge was to keep students on-task without obviously constraining their problem
solving.

1. Techniques for encoursging boliness and independemce—a “fail-soft”
eaviroament. Teachers recogaised that students would not be willing to make bold, indepen-
dent decisions in a typical classtoom environment, which harshly penalises the failures that
inevitably result. Several teacher techniques insured that students did not regard failure as



o Attempts at creative solutions held intrinsically desirable. Ms. Adams, in particular,
made it very clear to her students that the act of trying unusual design combinations
would be rewarded regardless of the quality of the result. During the interview, she
confirmed that some students with “objectively” poor projects could get high grades if
they had shown attempts at creative thinking and consistent attention to the task at
hand. :

o Refraining from correcting errors. Teachers often did not correct student errors. As we
discussed above, Mr. Smith's teaching philosophy viewed errors as useful learning
situations. Ms. Adams's philosophy was that correcting errors threatened students’
creativity. She noted that instead of correcting what she felt were dubious design deci-
sions, she preferred to take a more constructive approach by providing aiternatives to
the students’ proposals.

o Negative feedback without negative affect. Even though the teschers encouraged
creative efforts, they sometimes judged the results critically. Moreover, Ms. Adams
and Mr. Smith were exceptionally gifted in being able to communicate negative infor-
mation without threatening students. While Mr. Smith was often quite gruff with stu-
dents, and Ms. Adams frequently laughed at (or perhaps with) students, both teachers
carefully structured their relationships so that students were rarely threatened by the
teacher’s honest appraisal. The students appeared to understand that criticism did not
mean a loss of respect or caring.

o Constructive use of failures. Both teachers were able to turn failed attempts at problem
solution into positive learning experiences.

EXAMPLE: In Ms. Adams's class, one of the more advanced groups forgot to do a major
part of the project. Ms. Adams makes this omission clear. She comments that on the
review asheet (every student must fill out a review sheet in which they critique the
sccesses and failures of their project and group) their task is to figure out what hap-
pened and to “try to figure out why no one is to blame.”

In information-processing terms, the teachers were supporting and encouraging students’
attempts to genersts many solution paths in confronting a problem. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, they were demonstrating that failed solution paths might be repaired and they were
moceling techniques for repair that use the information gathered from failed paths.

3. Techaiques for dealing with students who are aot procesding in unison. One
of the major challenges facing the teachers was the problem of dealing with students who are
often simultaneously engaging in very different tasks. How can the teacher be sure the stu-
dents are on-task and productive? The teachers appeared to use several tools or tactics:

o Motivation and responsibility. Especislly in Mr. Smith’s class, we found that very few
students were attempting to avoid working. Motivated students generally require rela-
tively little minute-to-minute monitoring. Ms. Adams monitored progress by evaluat-
ing the types of questions being asked.

o Grading. As in most clasess, final grades appeared to be an important tool in keeping
the students on-task. However, grades are effective in keeping students on-task only
to the extent that students find them meaningful. Either because the projects were
intrinsically valued by the students, or for extrinsic reasons (to please the teacher, to
graduate, etc.), grades were generally important to these students.
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o Group management skills. While the teachers let students try things out their own way
and make mistakes, both seemed to have excellent monitoring and diagnosis abilities.
They could rapidly scan a class and determine when a student’s mistake had gone too
far. Then the teachers would intervene, often orchestrating the encounter at a dis-
tance.

EXAMPLE: At the beginning of class, several students try to drill holes. They aren’t
making much progress, and, since Mr. Smith has his back turned and is occupied with
other work, this is likely to continue. Suddenly, Mr. Smith yells from across the room,
telling Tomas that something is wrong with the way he is setting up the drill. He
explains the problem briefly, Tomas begins again, and Mr. Smith goes back to his own
work. :

o Apprenticeship and micro-teaching techniques. As we noted above, teachers accepted
the need to repeat information frequently to students and turned that burden into a
benefit by delegating authority to students who had already been tutored.

EXAMPLE: Working on the floor plan, a frustrated student tells Ms. Adams, “I've tried
this three different ways, and can't get it right. What is most easy?” She suggests that
he talk to Sam, whom she had previously tutored through the floor plan sketch. The two
students work together for nearly ten minutes and successfully move the project along.

8. Techniques for dealing with students who are solving ill-defined problems.
Especially in Ms. Adams’s class, a major challenge for the teacher (and the students) was thiat
students were dealing with ill-defined problems as well as progressing at different rates.
Becsuse the students were not familiar with such “open” problems, we observed a great deal of

floundering and low productivity in the early stages of the project.

EXAMPLE: A group looks through magasines to select pieces of furniture for a room.
After sbout 10 minutes, only one student is holding up pictures, while the rest of the
group gives yes/no responses. There is one generator and three testers. One student
leaves the class for points unknown. A few minutes later the student slows his pace of
generating examples, and the others, bored with waiting, look around, watch the class, but
do not communicates. Finally, one picks up a magazine and asks “What do we do now?”

Scenarios such as these were typical, and they explain how a given group might spend an
entire class selecting one piece of fabric. Ms. Adams used several of the techniques noted
above to guide students and reduce unproductive behavior. In particular, micro-teaching and
apprentiosship taciics were eseential in modeling how tv select fabrics and furniture. Mas.
Adams also expected the students to be relatively self-reliant and motivated. )

However, Ms. Adams refrained from taking several obvious actions that might make the
problem more well defined. For example, although some aspects of the project were inherently
ill defined or creative (e.g., the tasks of selecting and combining fabrics and furniture in
designing a room), many project deliverables were actuslly well defined. Students were
required to do boards for six rooms, draw floor plans and an elevation, and write a history of
the architectural period of their house. Yet, the details of these deliverables were not clear to
students (or the researchers) until very late in the project. This ambiguity had frustrated stu-
dents. For example, when told that they would need to do six rooms for the final project
(spprozimately two weeks before the project was due, four weeks after it was begun), most stu-

dents, including groups who were the most advanced and organized, were caught by surprise.
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An obvious tactic Ms. Adams could have used was to clearly define project deliverables
and constraints in introductory lectures, accompanied by hand-outs outlining project require-
ments. Her decision not to use such constraining techniques appears to follow from her gen-
eral model of problem solving (at least for interior design, but not necessarily limited to this),
in which the “creative process” is given center stage. She apparently believed that giving stu-
dents more detailed project requirements would threaten their creative reasoning and interfere
with boldness in decision making. She was aware that students flounder considerably as a
result but was willing to accept a high level of “noise” early in the project in return for
interesting idess later. Mr. Smith was also willing to accept this cost: .

EXAMPLE: One girl spent a lot of time buffing her hammerhead to a shine before
(rather than after) she filed it down. In sZdition, whereas files only cut on the forward
stroke and work best at a specific angle, students scrubbed away on both strokes and at
random angles. There was little attention to optimizing labor or tool use.

Costs and Benefits of Teaching Policies and Techniques

Overall, our observations indicate that both Ms. Adam. and Mr. Smith adopt a “hands-
off” policy in controlling student learning. They prefer to help students learn through induc-
tion and discovery rather than to teach didactically and directly. Of courss, along with its
potential benefits, this strategy is not without its costs, some of which we have enumerated. In
many specific contexts, the teachers are aware of these costs, exemplified by Mr. Smith’s
allowing students to file forward and backward when he obviously knew it was wrong. More-
over, both teachers appear to have a general understanding of the inefficiencies of undirected
learning. But by word and by action they indicate they are willing to accept this potentially
high cost in exchange for benefits measured primarily in terms of dispositions and beliefs stu-
dents acquire when given great responsibility for their own learning.

It is difficuit to determine whether the benefits of a hands-off teaching policy outweigh
the costs. Part of this difficulty certainly stems from the subjective nature of those costs and
benefits. These teachers value the benefits highly, while other teachers may place a much
greater premium on domain-specific knowledge and generic problem-solving skills than on
dispositions and beliefs. Even so, as we indicated in the last section, we obeerved teaching
techniques that appeared to actually inhibit the teachers’ goals. In particular, it is a common
misconception (shared not only by our teachers but perhaps much more widaly) that organizing
tasks carefully and giving students clear constraints and goal structures are incompatible with
permitting them freedom on open or ill-defined tasks. The literature on problem solving illus-
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one option over the other, especially considering the subjectivity of the costs and benefits of
both. Second, we might take issus with how the teachers implemented their hands-off policy.
At this level, we can point to specific tactics the teachers might have used to further their
goals. On the other hand, our analysis also shows that many of their tactics appeared very
offective. For example, the teachers’ techniques for controlling chaos can be viewed as gon-
erally creative solutions to difficult teaching problems. Overall, both Ms. Adams and Mr.
Smith have a rich intuitive understanding of adaptive problem-solving techniques that cogni-
tive science has only recently begun to formalize.

Student Techniques and Adaptation

Having examined how the teachers’ policies and techniques have shaped the learning
environment, we now turn to students’ responses to this environment. Below, we briefly ezam-
ine student behavior, focusing primarily on how students adapted to the unconstrained
problem-solving environment in Ms. Adams’s interior design class.

The student groups appeared to have different ways of adapting to the ill-defined nature
of the project and to the floundering that resulted, which we shall examine shortly. As the
project progressed, groups graduslly became more focused, and students defined relatively
stable roles for themselves. In some cases, the students appeared to spend as much problem-
solving energy and time establishing routines for dealing wit” uncertainty as in thinking
creatively about how to coordinste furniture and fabrics. Of course, this is not necessarily
inconsistent with the teacher’s knowledge goals descri’.u above. Indeed, Ms. Adams expected
it would take at least a week for most groups to begin to perform and ask meaningful questions
(0.8, “Doss this fabric go with the mood of the room?” as opposed to “Where do we find the
furniture books?”). _

In some cases we observed “the rich getting richer,” a consequence of the openness of the
“mrojects, the adult learning policy of the teacher, and her willingness to start at the student’s
experience and interest level. The students in some of the more advanced groups already pos-
sessed several of the important skills of adult learners and thus needed to spend less energy on
management activities; hence they devoted more time to acquiring and tuning design skills.
Moreover, Ms. Adams was a better resource for students who had reached this stage than for
students who were less advanced. She acted as a good consultant for groups engaged in
design-related decisions, but she was less effective as a coach for groups still grappling with
basic technical and organisational difficultiss. For many of thess groups, progress on the proj-
ect was exceedingly slow. Tasks remained ill defined for long periods of time, motivation
appeared low, and cooperation limited. The litersture suggests that we might view the stu-
dents who flourished as “mastery-oriented” and those who did not as “helpless-crisnted”
(Dweck and Leggett, 1968). Whils this may be true to sume extent, it is also the case that
some of the students simply had skills that permitted them to negotiate this challenging
environment and others did not, although ty persisted. At any rate, we did not measure stu-
dents’ learning orientation in this study and thus cannot determine its influsnce here.

Below, we itemise several of the tactics groups used to organise the unconstrained
environment in which they were placed. To some extent, all of the tactics are creative and
adaptive. On the other hand, we believe that some of the responses st least partly subverted
the teacher’s intentions. That is, these tactics permitted students to accomplish their main
goal (completing the project) without requiring them to mest the teacher’s intended knowledge
goals.
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1. Offlcading. When confronted by the open-ended task of selecting items to decorate
rooms, many students initially appeared to have no idea of the sesthetic criteria to use to con-
strain their decision making. Instead of coming to grips with these criteria, several of the
bolder students adopted the tactic of making an apparently random selection and showing it to
Ms. Adams. If she approved it, their problem was solved; if she didn’t (which was usually the
case), she often redefined the task to be much more constrained.

EXAMPLE: Tim: (Pulling out the same wallpaper sample as before) How does that
work in this bedroom? Ms. Adams: (laughing) Not too good. Tim: (laughing) I didn’t
think so, but I thought I'd ask first. Ms. Adams: You've only looked at English chinty,
which has a delicate look. Look for some other chinty that would work for the mood of
your room. Tim: (walking away) Thanks. (Upon his return to the group, they “cele-
brate” his getting the “right answer out of her.”)

2. Bulldoxing. In some cases, students skirted the issue of coming to grips with artistic
questions using even more “brute-force” techniques. As with offloading, the students would
make a quick selection. But instead of consulting Ms. Adams, they would simply incorporate it
without further decision making. In some cases students attempted to use whole rooms cut
from magazines; however, Ms. Adams always caught this tactic.

EXAMPLE: Rich provides design assistance to Dave: “That carpet is ugly with that
wallpeper, man. Who's gonna hire you?” Dave laughs about this and goes off, coming
back a few minutes later with a new carpet sample. They do not discuss the merits of
this new item.

EXAMPLE: Alan shows Ms. Adams his living room. It is a full-page picture cut from a
magazine, Ms. Adams explains that he must design each room himself, not take the
magazine’s design. She suggests that he take a sofa or chair or lamp for inspirstion and
build around that. Alan quistly returns to his sest and, asking for scissors, begins cutting
from the picture. He also has a full-page picture of a kitchen.

Generally, students adopting this technique appear to be trying to find the minimal
requirements for completing the project and satisfying them with as little effort as possible.

3. Deveiopment of different cooperative styles. Through the course of the project
we observed all groups cooperating as a means of dealing with the unconstrained environment.
One of the more advanced groups comprised members who had already worksd together (in a
previous semester), and their cooperative skills were good from the beginning. They had
already Gétermined their roles: one student was the “workhorse,” willing to go through maga-
sines to generste alternstives; another the “judge,” whoee artistic tastes were the most well
respectad; and a third the “ccordinator,” willing to present ideas to Ms. Adams and report her
feedback to the group. These roles generally remained stable throughout the project. How-
ever, most groups had not worked together before and spent several weeks negotiating stable
roles. In most cases, the cooperative styles that evolved did not appear to be as successful as
the ideal described above. Alternative styles we observed included:

o Military. After some initial controversy one student emerged as the leader, although
he or she did not appear to have the full support of the group. Consequently, the
leader did most of the project tasks, and those that were delegated were usually not

acoomplished cooperatively.
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o Loose anarchy. A “de facto” leader emerged, but otherwise cooperative roles were not
well defined. Frequently in this group at least one of the members contributed
minimally. Perhape surprisingly, students rarely used peer pressure to control noncon-
tributing members. Ms. Adams also never suggested this strategy.

v Lone wolf. Two students decided from the beginning that they would rather do the
project alone rather than as a member of a group. They both felt that working with a
group was more of a hindrance than a help (one “just wanted to finish up,” while the
other “didn’t want those people thinking they are doing my work for me”). Interest-
ingly, these students evolved a useful cooperative relationship while still completing
individual projects. One of the students was a major success story. He began the proj-
ect as a “bulldoser,” unwilling to confront artistic decision making. By the end of the
project, according to Ms. Adams, he had discarded all his initial selections in favor of
much more reasoned ones.

Social Learning Theory Interpretations of Teacher and Student Actions

While we have been viewing teacher behavior primarily from an information processing
perspective, the perspective of social learning theory is also illuminating. For example, it
appears possible to explain many of the teachers’ general attitudes, policies, and specific tech-
niques in terms of Dweck and Leggett's (1688) process model. We find evidence for the
“mastery” orientation at each of the model's levels. At the most abstract level, the taachers
clearly believe that things can change. In Dweck and Leggett's terms, they do not hold an
“entity” theory of intelligence, and, generally, they believe that desirable qualities can be cul-
tivated. Perhaps more importantly, they communicate this belief to their students by
emphasising boldness and accountability. Consistent with this belief, the teachers generally
also appear to encourage students to focus more on learning goals than on performance goals.
Many of the specific techniques we reviewed can be seen as attempts to promote learning over
performance: making grades contingent on relative changes in a student’s competence as
opposed to meeting some uniform performance level; promoting development over judgment;
and providing a fail-soft environment in which mistakes are not discouraged. Overall then, we
can view the teachers as attempting to provide an environment that convinces students that
the world is changeabls, not fixed and beyond their control, and that learning is a key to
change.

Looking at student cognition, affect, and behavior, we can see some evidence that teacher
strategios and techniques may have helped move students from a “helpless” to a “mastery”
orientation. In particular, the actions of severs’ of the “lone wolf® students in Ms. Adama’s
clz2s show a strong change in this direction. At the beginning of the project, these students
engaged in much task-irrelevant bebavior, perhaps rationalising their anticipated poor perfor-
manoce by indicating a general disinterest in the class. By the end of the project, several of the
lone wolves were clearly engaged in extensive solution-oriented self-instruction, and in inter-
views they offered much more positive views of the course.

Students’ Opinions about Generic Skills

On the day we distributed the student questionnaire in Ms. Adams’s class, 18 students
attended clase and 15 (11 female and 4 male) completed the questionnaire. Most of the stu-
dents were seniors who had taken about two vocational education clasees on average.
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An examination of the students’ class schedules for that semester revealed s wide diver-
sity in course loads and academic-laden versus nonacademic-laden schedules. This diversity
was echoed in the responses to a question about future educational plans: Six students
reported that they would be attending a junior college, with one of the six planning to major in
interior design. The others planned to attend a four-year college or university. Students’ rea-
sons for enrolling in the class included interest in the domain (N = §), the reputation of the
course among counselors and friends (N = 6), and to fulfill the district fine arts requirement
(N =2).

Student ratings of course content (on a four-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree and 4
= strongly agree) are presented in Table 2. Students generally agreed that the generic skills
emphasised by Ms. Adams were valuable. Two skills in particular, cooperating as part of a
group to achisve a goal and justifying one’s opinions with facts, appear to be highly valued.
Theee were skills in which Ms. Adams explicitly provided practice and that she repeatedly
emphasized in her interactions with students during the course of the final project.

EXTERNAL FACTORS THAT SHAPED THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

Many different kinds of factors can shape and influence what goes on in schools (cf. Barr
and Dreeben, 1983). While we can’t often link these characteristics directly to student learn-
ing or persistence in school, we do know that they can either enable or constrain classroom
teaching and learning (Oakes, 1889). John Goodlad (1964) uses the term “commonplaces” to
refer to the descriptive variables found in all school systems whose range of values produce the

Table 2
STUDENTS' OPINIONS ABOUT GENERIC SKILLS
Peroent Responding
Strongly Dis- Strongly

Item Disagres agres Agree Agree Mean 8D
1 learn a lot from the teacher’s lectures. 833 4.7 a7 4
'l use knowiedge from this class in future jobe I get. 133 687 200 07 89
It's important to learn to work in a group. 400 600 300 b1
Group work is better than individual work for doing 13.3 400 400 e 103
problems in this class. :
This class has helped me become more creative in 67 67 487 400 320 .88
my thinking .
Learning to work with others is an important job ekill. 27 7.3 3 4
It's important to back up your opinion with facts. 00 600 300 .51
1 have learned how to communicate with peopie better 267 600 133 287 &4
because of this class.
1f 1 have a choice between working alone or with 6.7 833 333 6687 240 N
others, I'd rather work alone.
Working es & group and getting a group grade oa 4.7 400 133 207 1
projects e fair and & good way to work.
NOTE: N « 15 for all itema except the fourth, where N = 14,
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observable differences between systems. These commonplaces include: educational objectives,
curriculum guidelines, textbooks and materials, teachers and their knowledge capital, staff
development, student assignment, resource and time allocation, testing, school organization,
and incentives. In the case of vocstional education, other external factors may also impinge,
particularly demands from the workplace concerning the kinds of skills workers need. In eddi-
tion, context information provides clues to policymakers about why schools get the outcomes
they do. Measuring or understanding what goes on in schools can add important information
to discussions about how to improve them (Oakes, 1880).

Since it was beyond the scope of this exploratory study to examine all these commonplace
variables, we focused our data gathering to understand the factors that might affect instruc-
tional practices in the interior design class (previously discussed in Sec. III). In particular,
since Ms. Adams taught within the Regional Occupational Program, we gathered information
on the organization and mission of that program by interviewing the local ROP administrator.
We also intsrviewed a local employer who hired students from Ms. Adams’s class, to get his
perspective on the kinds of skills needed in the workplace. Finally, we interviewed Ms. Adams
herseif, to gain her perspective on teaching generic skills, her educational philosophy, and so

Considering all these perspectives, we concluded that two key factors shaped instruction:
. teacher sutonomy and the teacher’s educational philosophy. While school and ROP organisa-
tional policies and practices highly affect the former, they have little direct impact on the atti-
tudes that the teacher brings to the classroom. We discuss our interview resuits and elaborate
on these findings below. This discussion is intended to provide the context for one classroom
and to suggest hypotheses about the effects of context on teaching that can be addressed in
future work. '

The Regional Ocoupational Program

The Regional Occupational Program (ROP) is a state agency administered by the Califor-
nia Department of Education and implemented through county offices. The ROP offers
entry-level job training for local job markets where the entry wage is above minimum wage. In
addition to the goal of providing entry employment skills training, the ROP’s mission extzads
to career exploration opportunities and preparation for higher education in a related skill.

In practice, this mission promotes several differences between ROP classes and those
traditionally offered in secondary school vocational programs. First, since the ROP intends to
provide both job training and preparation for postsecondary education or training, a more
diverse group of students enrolls in and is served by these classes. Traditional vocational edu-
cation classes in many secondary schools essentially “track” students not bound for college
(Oakes, 1968). Second, the ROP hires instructors who have had recent working experience in
the areas they teach. Many secondary-level vocational programs do not require such *ork
experience for teachers. Finally, the ROP communicates regularly with local employers to
determine skill needs and market opportunities for its students; few vocational programs do so.

The ROP interior design class was taught at a comprebensive secondary school that
included its own vocationsl education courses and programe. Students attending the school
ocould enroll in academic, vocational, and ROP classes. Adrministration of the ROP classes is
largely separate from all others at the school. The ROP administrative office is far removed
from the school’s office; it maintains its own teaching and counseling staff. However, some
coordination between the local ROP office and the school administration was required. In this
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comprehensive school, it seemed that the ROP classes were designated as part of the school’s
vocational offerings, which held a subordinate position overall in its prioritiss. Vocational
education’s lower status was evident, for example, in the fact that vocational education con-
cerns were fragmented over several vice pzincipals. As a second example, evening and week-
ond vocational classes are officially designated as “period seven” because recordkeeping is
designed for a daytime school schedule of six periods.

While the ROP is administered by a statewide agency, local school programs have a great
deal of autonomy over curriculum content. The reasoning is that industry teachers will be
highly attuned to workplace demands and changes and should therefore have the flexibility to
maintain program relevance to the workplace. Although teachers are required to cover a list of
state competencies, they are permitted to determine the approach and focus of their courses.

ROP administrators and teachers are not immune to local conditions that can threaten
this autonomy. Several years ago, for exampls, the local school district made major policy
changes in curriculum and graduation requirements in response to statewide secondary educa-
tion reforms. The new requirements left little time for elective courses, and as a result, enroll-
ment in vocational classes (including ROP clasees) and other electives (e.g., foreign language)
suffered. Since enrollment can affect funding allocations, the local ROP administrator and
others reviewed the vocational courses in the school to identify those whoss content was con-
sistent with required courses. As a result, several ROP courses fulfill district graduation
requirements: interior design for fine arts; accounting for math; and entrepreneurship for
economics.® This change assured high enroliments for the interior design course. We met a
number of students who bhad in fact enrolled to fulfill the graduation requirement.® The high

Resources such as a program’s budget can affect the quality of the educational program pro-

vided (Oakes, 1980). Acoording to Ms. Adams, her budget enabled her to support large projects
like the house design. We observed that students had a wide variety of professional materials

"Although the ROP response to district policy increased enrollments and enhanced Ms.
Adams’s ability to provide auality instruction, it might also yet compromise teacher control
over course content. That is, it an ROP class’s survival depends on its resemblance to an
“academic equivalent,” it could begin to lose its “schooling for work” focus. At the time of our
interview, we did not determine to what extent “equivalent” course requirements might affect
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Teacher Autonomy

Teachers in the vocational classrooms we visited seemed to have a great deal of autonomy
with respect to what they taught and how they evaluated their students. This was particularly
true for Ms. Adams. In comparison to teachers of academic classes in the same school, Ms.
Adams had great freedom in designing her course. She did not have to use a state-mandated
textbook or prepare her students for standardised examinations required by the state or for
college entrance. Nor was she concerned about preparing students to take particular advanced
courses in the same subject area.” All of thess factors suggest that the interior design curricu-
lum had foewsr domain-specific knowledge and skill requirements, relative to many academic
courses. Thus Ms. Adams was free to develop a course that stressed generic skills over
domain-specific skills. Furthermore, her choice of generic-skill knowledge goals was based pri-
marily on her own experience of what interior designers needed to know. She kept this
knowledge up-to-date by doing part-time professional design jobs and participating in profes-
sicnal organizations.

Our interview with a local employer corroborated the wisdom of Ms. Adams’s curriculum
content decisions. This local retail store manager provided a 18-hour work experience program
for second-semester students in vocational programs, including Ms. Adams’s interior design
class. He folt that entry-level interior design jobs require both domain-specific knowledge and
domain-general skills. The manager stated that while the company values an employee’s art
skills, he personally values a background in design work equally with

a personality that is outgoing and shows evidence of broad interesta. ... This is going to be
someone who will mix well with people and will be free to show [his or her] creativity.

According to the manager, he allows employees to design displays on their own and to use their
own idess. The domain-specific portions of the job are learned through any number of art
courses that build on the “talented individual, someone with an eye for color and design.”
Thus, his current workforce has a diverse background and includes a professional paste-up
artist, a painter, a musician enrolled in a fine arts college program, and a carpenter. Because
this group is required to “work as a crew,” the manager also views cooperation and responsibil-
ity as highly important.

In addition to preparing students for work experience and, in some cases, actual employ-
ment, Ms. Adams was able to develop a curriculum that prepared students for advanced class-
work in art, architecture, and related flelds. The ROP maintained data on student employ-
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expect uniform performance from their students. Ms. Adams tells beginning students that
they have an “average taste in design” and thus come to class as “C” students; to get a higher
grade, they need to learn something. Since many types of expertise are valued in the design
field-—color sense, artistic ability, art history, planning—students can show growth in any one
of several areas. She evaluates students by gauging them at the beginning of class and deter-
mining if and how much progress they make in their chosen area.

Ms. Adams's evaluation and assessment practices may also be a by-product of benign
neglect. According to the ROP administrator, vocatinnal and ROP classes in this school suffer
from the widespread view that “vocstional education is for students who can’t make it.” Since
school success is measured by standardised test scores in academic subjects and four-year col-
lege entrance rates, programs serving work-bound students receive much less attention overall.
Aa a result, vocational programs are not subject to the same accountability as academic pro-
grams. Given the the negative aspects of accountability—such as the many ills attributed to
standardized testing practices—this may be one of the few examples where the status of voca-
tional education works to the teachers' and programs’ benefit.

It is important to note that Ms. Adams's level of autonomy in curricular decisions and
student evaluation practices may not constitute the norm. Other classes we visited, namely the
aircraft mechanics and computer skills classes, had well-defined domain-specific knowledge and
skill requirzments. In addition, many vocational courses aim toward preparing students for
professional or siate-mandated licensing examinations. In these cases, teaching to the test
might also be expected.

Teacher Educational Philosophy

Genaric skills teaching in these classrooms succeeded, in part, because teachers had
strong belief in their importance for workplace success. In addition, teachers’ positive attitudes
about and high expectations for students and their “student-centered” teaching practices
seemed to play a significant role.

Both Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith noted the importance of preparing students for work and
“the outside world,” and both believed that they taught important skills that were not streseed
in the students’ other classes. Ms. Adams wanted students to be able to “think for themselves
and not take spoon-fed information.” She accomplished this by making students responsible
for their actions and not accepting their excuses. Talking about first-semester students, she
recognised their “lack of depth in design and . . . tried to get them to experiment, find ways to
implement ideas, be creative, and value working together.” From second-semester students she
expected more professionalism, more sophisticated color choices, and well-formed rationales for
those choices.

Mas. Adams showed and expressed high regard for her students in several ways. First, she
got to know them well enough to be able to treat them as individuals and provide a supportive
learning environment.

EXAMPLE: Joe was a determined and goal-oriented student who preferred to be in con-
trol of his environment. He did not relate well to other students. From conversations
with him early in the semester, Ms. Adams learned that he had recently svercoms peer
pressure to join a gang and had decided to stay in school, keep his part-time job, and
graduate. When he asked ber if he could work alone, she approved his request despite the
fact that he was a first-semester student. She told him that he would probably make
some mistakes, but she expected him to do his work and present a good final project.
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Ms. Adams also took an interest in the students’ personal lives and problems.

EXAMPLE: Cara was an sbused 17-ysar-old who had left home and was living on her
own. She had an evening job at a local comedy club to support herself. A few weeks into
the semester, she stopped coming to class. The other students told Ms. Adams how to
reach Cara, and she called to inquire about Cara’s plans. Cara had decided to leave
school, but Ms. Adams suggested she see a school counselor and consider working toward
a GED certificate. A few days later, Cara returned to school, rejoined her classes, made
up missed work, and eventually graduated with hor class. Ms. Adams showed us a card
. from Cara, thanking her for the reminder that she “owed herself a chance.”

Although Ms. Adams’s personal involvement with students may sound either exceptional
or extreme, she believed that “there are many issues outside of teaching that are important in
the school. I am just amased at the problems thise kids have while they are still taking
classes.” Although the school had professional (and peer) counseling programs to deal with
specific problems, such as drugs, pregnancy, or alcohol abuse, Ms. Adams felt that

it's important for students to have other ways to get help, otherwise you might miss some-
body who dossn’t trust a program. I hate to see these kids' lives go down the tubes. If you
care about peopls, you can help them put their lives together.

She was appalled upon hearing a substitute teacher refer to her students as “ninth-grade
scum.” She rhetorically asked the interviewer, “Are you going to get anything from someone
who thinks you're scum?”

Mas. Adams’s concern for students was supported by the ROP administrator. In her inter-
view, the administrator defined a good ROP teacher as someone who “has a desire to give some
of what they have to students. If the taacher has that desire, the rest falls into place.”!?

Ms. Adams’s expectations for students were uniformly high. She demonstrated high
expectatior.a, for example, by employing instructional techniques that are not typically used
with secondary-school-age students. Other vocational aducation teachers advised her not to
teach nonverbal communication skills to her students because they were too young to learn the
material (intended for college age). Ms. Adams went ahead and taught these skills and found
that students had no problems learning them. Her work experience had taught her that “you
can't put a ceiling on someone’s creativity ... if you do, they’ll leave the company.” She
applied this dictum to her class projects as well: “When I see them reaching, I raise the ceiling
quick.”

The combination of high respect for students as learners (and as people) and a belief that

tion. Earlier, we outlined several methods and teaching practices that thess teachers used to
create a learning environment. In addition, their educational philorophy supported a mastery-
oriented approach (Dweck and Leggett, 1988) that valued learning over uniform performance
and motivated initially uninterested students to successfully complete their class projects.

In thess classrooms, teachers and students shared in the process of learning and con-



knowledge or skill to offer on their own. Student-centered teaching was also highly valued by
the ROP administrator. When she evaluated classes, she looked for “interested students doing
hands-on work ... not glassy-eyed bored kids." ROP students were encouraged to come into
the office and talk about their classes, thus giving the administrator another view of what was

happening there.

Summary of School Context Factors

If we take the position that learning generic skills represents one element of a desirable,
high-quality instructional experience, then we have an interest in understanding what aspects
of the school context support that instruction. Oakes (1889) identified three context indicators
in the research literature: access to knowledge, press for achievement, and professional teach-
ing conditiors. These three enabling conditions appear to promote high-quality teaching and
learning to the degree that they exist in schools. Thus, they provide one useful way to sum-
marige the information about school context variables obtained from our interviews and obeer-
vations.

Access to knowledge refers to the extent to which schools provide students with opportuni-
ties to loarn various domains of knowledge and skills. Several factors seemed to enbance
access to knowledge for students in this study. First, Ms. Adams had more funds than other
teachers to purchase the necessary materials to support the house design project—the most sig-
nificant educational activity in her class. While a school's (or teacher’s) resource level, in
itself, does not guarantee a high-quality educational program, use of those resources can make
a difference. A second factor affecting access to knowledge is grouping practices. Since this
class can be used as a fine arts requirement, it attracts a heterogeneous group with respect to
ability and program of study (e.g., academic or vocational). This mix tends to raise the level of
teaching and also counteracts negative effects associated with tracking students: individual
achisvement and aspirations are lower among students in low-ability and nonacademic tracks
at the secondary level (Oakes, 1989). Finally, the ROP goal to provide work-related training
and its links to the business community expand student access to knowledge through work
experience. Students in Ms. Adams’s class, for example, have an opportunity to leern through
working in a local retail store.

Press for achievement is indicated by institutional pressures that the school exerts to get
students to work hard and achieve. Ms. Adams (and Mr. Smith) fostered press for achieve-
ment by having high expectations for students and the quality of their work. It is not clear
how the school communicates these expectations and values to these students. Our interviews
indicate, however, that the school administration may communicate different expectations and
values to different types of students: the academic curriculum takes precedence over the voca-
tional, and college enroliment figures are used to measure school success.

Finally, professional teaching conditions can empower or constrain teachers and adminis-
trators as they attempt to create and implement instructional programs and define how schools
function as workplaces for teschars (Oakes, 1880). Ms. Adams faces a mix of conditions. On
the positive side, she has little paperwork or bureaucratic requirements, which indicates the
primacy of teaching over nonteaching tasks and responsibilities. She has a very supportive
ROP administrator at the school. Most importantly, she has autonomy in making classrocom
curriculum and instructional decisions and flexibility in implementing innovations. Thees fac-
tors are known to support effective teaching (e.g., Purkey and Smith, 1883). On the negative
side, Ms. Adams and the ROP sit outside the broader school culture. This isolates her from
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colleagues and involvement in schoolwide decisions. Thus she does not engage in school-besed
activities that can foster learning, such as collaborative staff planning, intellectu: haring, and
teamwork., On the other hand, she does participate in staff development activi\... sponsored
by the ROP.

In terms of school context, then, several positive influences on teaching and learning
goneric skills in this classroom stand out: a supportive ROP administration, a high degree of
teacher autonomy, and the teacher’s personal educational philosophy. Other school conditions
work against access, press, and teaching conditions. Since our view of the school context is
limited to the classrooms we visited and the people we interviewed, we do not claim that this
picture is entirely accurate. Nonetheless, it is indicative of what this teachsr and administra-
tor perceive as the climate around them, and how factors in that climate can enable the desired
teaching and learning to take place. .
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V. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The exploratory study reported here investigated the teaching and learning of generic
skills in vocational education settings. We define two categories of generic skills: basic or
enabling skills and complex reasoning skills. In addition to these skills, which define a
person’s competency for a task, one must also consider the motivational style or dispositions
that influence task performance. Without motivation or positive dispositions, generic skills
will be wasted. We further elaborate on complex reasoning skills from the perspective of the
human information processing paradigm and apply this conceptualization to identify problem-
solving skills in several vocations.

To better understand the teaching of generic skills, we observed several vocational educa-
tion classes and selected one (a high school interior design class) for intensive study. Three
questions guided our fieldwork: What generic skills are taught in vocational classrooms? How
are they taught? How does the school context influence instruction?

In response to the first question, the vocational teachers we observed taught several
specific problem-solving skills like those defined in our conceptual framework. The teaching of
theee skills was often embedded in cooperative working arrangements, wherein students worked
together to solve “authentic” problems. Teachers also stressed students’ acquisition of positive
dispositions, such as making independent, bold decisions and taking responsibility for decisions
made. Teachers held that acquiring such dispositions was as important as (if not more impor-
tant than) learning particular job-related knowledge or skills.

From the standpoint of traditional academic instruction, these nontraditional course goals
led to nontraditional teaching methods. Teachers designed project-centered courses in which
students could make many choices (e.g., establish milestones, focus on a single task from an
array of tasks) in an environment free from typical clasiroom rules. Teachers treated students
like adults, fostered a climate of mutual respect, and held students accountable for their work
using workplace performance criteria. This classroom environment supported teaching of
dispositions and, more generally, motivated students in positive ways.

Teachers had several techniques for solving some of the problems that arise in a project-
centered classroom where students are given considerable freedom, including techniques for
encouraging boldness and indspendence and for dealing with students who are not proceeding
in unison. Omlﬂ.bcmﬂngordidlcﬁcinmﬁonsmminimind.umhnneomud

“micro-apprenticeships” or engaged in one-on-one tutozing. In short, the culture of learning
found in these classrooms bears little resemblance to that found in many traditional academic
clasees.

The interior design teacher found support for carrying out her instructional goals from
the ROP program'’s focus on schooling for work and its close ties with the business community.
This teacher seemed to enjoy a great deal of autonomy in deciding how to design and teach the
course and evaluate students. However, the reasons for this sutonomy remain elusive. On the
one hand, it may be due to administrative support or the particular nature of the courss we
obssrved. That is, interior design may be less “bound” in terms of domain-specific content
than, say, mathematics or other academic subjects, thus giving this teacher more freedom in
determining what will be taught. This suggests that fewer domain-specific knowledge and skill
requirements permit more lesway for teaching dispositions and workplace attivades or experi-
menting with nontraditional instructional practices. On the other hand, the teacher’s
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autonomy may reflect. vocational education’s place in the broader comprehensive school
environment. This vocational teacher can “get away with” doing things differently because
this comprehensive school places more value on academic programs geared to prepare “more
qualified” students for higher education. Autonomy, then, may simply be a by-product of
neglect.

Roegardless of (or perhaps in spite of) vocational education’s status, these teachers held
high expectations for students and stressed the importance of teaching generic skills and dispo-
sitions for the workplace. Their belief in student-centered instruction extended beyond the
classroom, as teachers also attended to nonschool issuss that concerned students. Educational
philosophy and other important personal characteristics of teachers are important ingredients
in the teaching we observed.

Below we discuss several conclusions and implications from this analysis with respect to
teaching generic skills, educating diverse student populstions, and integrating academic and
vocational education. This discussion is largely speculative, given the small sample of teachers
and the exploratory nature of this research. Strong conclusions or policy implications for
teaching and learning generic skills await further research.

TEACHING GENERIC SKILLS

The main contribution of this study toward teaching generic skills has been to isolate and
identify some aspects of human problem-solving behavior and to describe how they are taught.
In the classrooms we observed, these skills—problem recognition, generation of solution paths,
evaluation, repair, and s0 on—were, for the most part, taught implicitly and comprised a rela-
tively small portion of the instructional “package.” However, the human information process-
ing model and other cognitive science ressarch on the learning process provide several para-
digms that seem intuitively applicable to teaching generic skills. For example, this ressarch
emphasises the importance of bringing tacit cognitive processss, like problem recognition and
evaluation, into the open where students can obeerve, enact, and practice them with help from
the teacher and other students (Collins, Brown, and Newman, 1960). If Ms. Adams followed
this principle in her teaching, she might have simply named the different problem-solving steps
in designing the house and discuseed how these steps apply to other types of problems as well.

We see the typical lag between theory formulation and its application. Although cogni-
tive scisnce ressarch is certainly influencing the content and method of instruction in some
subject aress, its impact on teaching has been minimal overall! The cognitive science perspec-
tive has been abeent in most research in vocational education (Adelman, 1960), although
current efforts have been made ‘0 examine its relevance for vocational education reforms (cf.
Raisen, 1980). This seems an important priority for cognitive science researchers, who have
}timarily studied academic subject areas and classrooms. Vocational educators can speed the
theory-to-practice transfer by applying known ressarch findings from the cogmitive science
literature to the development of teaching practices.?

The findings from this exploratory study also suggest that elementary and high school
students are in need of training to acquire dispositions and attitudes that will serve them well

18g9, for cxample, Currisiium end Evelustion Standards for School Methemetics, The National Council of Teachers
Mathomatics, Reston, Virginia, March 1900,
Ruth
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Thomes and her colleagues ot the University of Minnesota are currently conducting several studies for the
National for Ressarch in Vocational Educetion (NCRVE) that focus on the application of cogaitive science
principles 0 vooational education.
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in the world of work. Vocational (and other) teachers should consider explicitly managing the
learning of these skills as well, rather than teaching them “behind the scenes.” The vocational
teachers in this study had both implicit and explicit ways to teach and model these disposi-
tions, but their methods were guided by their own workplace experience rather tlun any formal
models.

Different types of new research are needed to improve teachers’ ability to impart impor-
tant dispositions and motivate students to learn in the classroom and work effectively on the
job. How can teachers help students develop perseverance for difficult tasks, pride in work
accomplished, and a desire to be part of a collaborative team? In our study, teachers created a
learning environment that supported a “mastery-oriented” response in students (cf. Dweck and
Loggett, 1988). However, our study design could not determine which students were already
self-motivated and which were changing their behavior in response to the teacher or situstion.
Further research might measure students’ motivational style and track how they respond to
motivational contingencies in the learning environment. Other studies might try to manipulate
factors that contribute to student motivational styles and see how this affects behavior. An
experiment by Dweck, Tenney, and Dienes (cited in Dweck and Leggett, 1988), for example,
showed that children’s implicit theories of intelligence can be modified to positively affect the
goals they choose in a task, but it remains to be seen to what extent this can be done with
older students in regular classroom situations. A third study, also suggested by social cognition
theory, might determine which situational factors can override or alter existing predispositions
to produce more adaptive motivational behaviors that support learning. A teacher might

emphasise, for exampls, that trying a difficult task (showing effort) will count as much as final
performance on the task. This might encourage students to adopt a learning goal, provided
that their predisposition toward an entity view of intelligence is not too strong (cf. Dweck and
Leggeti, 1968).

A potentially powerful way to study the interplay of generic skills and dispositions, then,
would be to adopt a perspective that combines theory and findings from both cognitive science
and social cognition as a way to analyzs patterns of cognition-affect-behavior in classrooms or
other task-oriented situstions.

Our study also indicates that certain contextual factors influence teaching of generic
skills. These teachers, for example, had the autonomy to balance the teaching of domain-
specific knowledge and skill requirements with generic skills, and to employ nontraditional
instructional and evaluation methods. It is difficult to tell how much of what we obeerved
rested on the characteristics of these particular teachers and their educational philosophy.
Future ressarch might examine, for example, how much of successful teaching of generic skills
relies on teacher experiences and educational philosophy, by studying ¢sachers who differ in
these respects. Research should also examine under what conditions teachers have autonomy.
Teachers in our study, for exampls, had autonomy becsuse they were outaide the educational
mainstream. Policies to “bring them in" might work against that autonomy and actually
decrease their ability to innovate.

TEACHING DIVERSE STUDENT POPULATIONS

Recently, much attention has been paid to the i~reasing diversity of the student popula-
tion. Immigration, shifting demographics, and other societal and economic factors have con-
tributed to many kinds of changes that schools must address. In Californis, for example,
209,000 immigrant students (51 percent of the nation’s total student immigrant population)
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were enrolled in the 1986-87 school year. In the past decade, the number of limited-English-
proficient (LEP) students has more than doubled (California State Department of Education,
1968). Ethnic and cultural diversity can strain long-held beliefs about students and schooling
and challenge school norms. As one teacher put it, “It's not ‘Leave it to Beaver’ out there
anymore.” The local school district has held workshops on diversity, but teechers report that
they don't really provide useful methods for coping in the classroom. Ms. Adams believed that,
for the most part, teachers in her school are “looking for excellence, for . ollege-bound
behavior . . . for high SAT scores. So they give the ESL [English as a second language] kids
busywork, don't challenge them, aren't willing to bring discussion down to the students’ level
of understanding, and aren’t willing to compromise.”

In our view, one interesting quality of the instructional practice in the vocational class-
rooms was its appropriatensss for teaching a diverse group of students. Ms. Adams's class
mixed students out of their academic or vocational “tracks,” since it included college-bound
students fulfilling a fine arts requirement as well as students hoping to acquire job skills. The
class was predominately Anglo, but it included Hispanic, black, Asian, and other minority stu-
dents. Several were ESL or LEP students.

Several aspects of instruction seemed well-suited to thiz diverse group. Rather than
requiring uniform performance standards, for example, teachors assessed individual student
progress. In the case of group work, they also determined a student’s contribution to the
group. In addition, students had some freedom in their choice of projects or of tasks within
projects, which allowed them to tailor their activities to suit their talents or interests. Ms.
Adams also formed different groups with an eye toward their diversity. For example, she has
formed teams combining English-speaking and ESL students and a team made up exclusively
of students with limited English proficiency (two students from Mezico, two from China, and
one from Japan). '

In addition, the apprenticeship and tutoring aspects of the teaching we observed seemed
well suited to student diversity. The apprenticeship model, in particular, has long been aseoci-
ated with vocational education. Traditional apprenticeship methode—coaching, scaffolding,
modeling—promote “learning through guided experience,” and they are embedded in a sacial
context that supports learning to solve suthentic domain problems. Successful apprenticeship
activity requires the master to carefully structure the learning environment to support the
apprentice’s learning; this, in turn, requires careful consideration of the individual student’s
needs. As described in Sec. IV, these aspects of spprenticeship were quite evident in the voca-
tional classrooms we visited.

Recent ressarch in cognitive science on the process of learning has re-examined the tradi-
tional spprenticeship approach and proposed the notion of “cognitive apprenticeship® (Collins,

{ Brown, and Newman, 1969). This work goes beyond traditional notions of apprenticeship by
" making the pedagogy of the apprenticeship approsch more explicit for teachers and by extend-
ing the traditional model beyond the learning of manual skills. Further ressarch might com-

to teaching domain-specific knowledge and skills and generic skills, in addition to complex

I I S ‘ 3_‘31

ERIC

PAFuiToxt Provided by ERIC



physical processes and skills? What kinds of skills do teachers (vocational or otherwise) or
students need to play the “master” role in apprenticeship arrangements?

INTEGRATING ACADEMIC AND VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

Finally, our research led us to speculate sbout recent reforms calling for the integration of
academic and vocational education as one way to restructure education to better meet the
needs of all students. In the spirit of reform, both vocational and academic educators search
for ways to integrate curriculum, but from somewhat different perspectives. Vocational educa-
tors have responded to recent legislation and external criticism by developing and implement-
ing new courses and programs (cf. Grubb et al., 1990; Adelman, 1989). Many of these have the
flavor of making vocational education “more academic.” The California Peninsula Acalemies
model, for example, combines the core academic curriculum with technical instruction in a par-
ticular occupational field (cf. Stern ot al., 1988). Other solutions go beyond teaching the basic
three Rs to encompass a broader range of skills, such as thinking and problem solving (e.g.,
Adelman, 1989).

Academic school reformers, on the other hand, have been motivated by the poor perfor-
manoe of schoolchildren and advances in cognitive science research to make academic learning
more meaningful for all students and, at the same time, better prepare all students for the
world of work. Although the term “integration” is not typically applied to reforms in academic
education practice, new curriculum and theoretical approaches have the flavor of making
scademic instruction “more vocational.” Modsls of cognitive apprenticeship (discussed above),
for example, draw heavily from studies of traditional vocational apprenticeship training (e.g.,
Lave, 1977) and recommend dwmineonhxhthnunnthowumllwmm
ally be used (e.g., Collins, Brown, and Newman, 1960).

In short, both academic and vocational educators have much to contribute to the design
of integrated educational practice. One aspect of curriculum reform common to both is the
need to improve students’ abilities to reason, think, and solve problems. That is, both see
“generic skills” as important learning skills for students “in school and out”—from school to
the workplace or throughout one’s life.

If this is one goal of integration, then we might envision a model of integration besed on
teaching generic skills and dispositions to all students in both academic and vocational clase-
rooms. While the present study represents a first step in articulating that model, more
ressarch is clearly needed. Future research should analyse the acquisition and teaching of tar-
got generic skills and dispositions in both vocational and academic classrooms. Several impor-
tant questions remain with respect to teaching these akills, particularly in academic settings.
The vocational teachers’ spproach was to teach generic skills in the context of an “suthentic”
problem, carrisd out cooperatively by a team of students. In addition, teachers structured the
classroor « rules and expectations to ressmble, as much as possible, an actual working environ-
ment. It is not clear to what extent these festures of instruction depend on the subject area.
For example, it is possible that this approach, and other specific teaching practices used in
interior design (e.g., micro-apprenticeship and tutoring instead of lecturing), may not generalise
well to mathematics or English instruction.

Another issue conosrns the importance of workplace experience for teaching some impor-
tant dispositions or for ezecuting some instructional spproaches. The teachers in this study
had real-life experience in the “culture of practice” that provides knowledge and understand-
ings valued by practitioners. This form of expertise is just as important as skill in performing
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tasks and solving problems in the workplace. It is part of what constitutes the practice of
expert work, as well as what the expert (or master craftaman) imparts to the novice (or
apprentice). Thus, the expert can teach or model both skills and attitudes. It is not clear to
what extent the culture of practice is developed through real work experience. Furthermore, it
is hard to imagine the analog to the culture of practice in an academic domain, although some
argue that good mathematics instruction includes an understanding of how mathematics is
done by mathematicians—the culture of the “mathematician” (e.g., Schoenfeld, 1987). It is
possible that some lessons for sucosssfully adapting to the workplace “culture of practice™—
such as taking responsibility for one’s own behavior or making independent decisions—are
more easily incorporated into teaching in vocational than in academic classrooms.

As a final recommendation, future ressarch to develop a modsl of teaching generic skills
for all students—or to address other questions presented in this section—should analyse the
. scquisition and teaching of target skills at a level that will inform curriculum development and
teacher training. Broad descriptions of needed workplace skills are not enough. Since teachers
have the ultimate responsibility for carrying out any curricular reforms, ressarch must aim to
inform teachers’ practice.



Appendix

SUMMARY OF SELECTED LITERATURE

To identify the scope and content of previous ressarch on “generic skills,” we searched
the cognitive science, vocational ducation, training, and workplace literatures. We summarizse
some findings from these sources in Sec. II. We discovered that not only was terminology
diverse, the types of items included under this “generic” umbrella varied greatly. For example,
the lists of generic skills were labelled “generalizable skills,” “sttributes,” “talents,” “transfer-
able skills,” and “occupational adaptability skills." Moreover, the content within lists included
basic skills (i.e., math, reading, writing), thinking and problem-solving skills, attitudes and
dispositions, creativity, and physical attributes.

This appendix displays the results of this search as a referenced list of workplace skills
considered domain general, plus a notation identifying the setting involved (secondary, postsec-
ondary, workplace, etc.) and the sample (teachers, administrators, adult workers, etc.).
Greenan’s (1984) entry includes sources that he cites in his review. '
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“generalisable” skills:
Msthematice

Communications
Interpersonal relations
Reasoning

Aptitude in verbal comprehension,
arithmetic reasoning, manual dexterity

Interest/tymperament

Job-related competencies
Writing

i

g
2

Workplace

Workplace

Workplace

Workplace

Workplace

Trade/

Teachers

Wiant, 1977

Gresnan, 1983

Gresnan, 1984

(cites Mecham and McCormick,

1960)
Greesnan, 1984

(cites Marquardt and McCormick,

1972)

Gresnan, 1984
(cites Cunningham, 1971)

Gresnan, 1984 :
(cites Taylor, 1973)

Gresnan, 1984
(cites Wiant, 1977)

Gresnan, 1984
(cites Howell, 1977)
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“Generic 8kill”

Sample

Reference

Lagible handwriting
Accurats, fast srithmetic calculation
Spell common nouns
Familiar with job names
Understand/interpret info presented
by phone alone
Communicate an sttitude of interest/
~ bhelpfulness .
Porform simultaneous tasks
Fexibility in changing work strategies
under various supervisory/reward conditions
Apply rules to new ezamples
Apply multiple procedurel rules in a
classification task ‘
Listening and talking
Construet learning/job aids to guide
learning and performance

Adult literacy skills:
Communication (read, write, speak,
listen)

Workpiace

Workplace

Workplace

Able t0 know where and how to access
informetion

Commit knowledge to memory

Resall information accurstely

Ideatify information needed for
cooupational tasks

Use knowledge in decision making and
problem selving

Create new knowiedge as result of
synthesising existing knowledge

Ocoupetional survival skills: Vocational/
Working in organisations career
Understanding self
Motivation for work
Interperecasl relations
Effsetive communication -

Using creativity ot work
Copiag with ecafliet
Coping with change

Adepting and planning for the future

(broad range
of oocupations)

74

Greenan, 1964
(cites Short, Dotts, Short,
and Bradley, 1674)

Gresnan, 1984
(cites Northeutt, 1975)

Greenan, 1984
(cites Miguel, 1977)

Greenan, 1984

* (cites Neloon, 1979)



“Generic Skill" Setting Sample Reference

Work adaptation skills (or “aspecta”): Workplace - Greonan, 1964
Organisational (cites Ashley, Collini, Faddio,
Performance ‘Pearison, Wiant, and Wright,
Interpersonal 1960)

Consumer sconomic skills: - General Greenan, 1984
Consumer power adult (cites Sels, 1980;
Money management population Sels and Coleman, 1980;
Consumer finance Sels, Jones, and Ashley, 1960)
Ooccupstional adaptability skills: :
Good work attitude
Manage one's own time and activity

Group problem-solving skills: Workplace/ Firms Pratser and Russell, 1984
Interpersonal high-involvement, with known
Group process participative QWL reputation
Problem solving work esettings

Business operstions

Managament

Statistical quality control
Introduction to “quality of work life"

QWL activities: Workplace Firms Pratser and Rusesl, 1964
" Teamwork with known

Cooperative diagnosis QWL reputation

Making informed judgments about multiple
outoomes and realitiss

Thinking skills: Public - Stern, Hoachlander, Choy, and
“Ues theiz heads at work” secondary Benson, 1985
Aoquire information schools
Communicate
Teamwoek

Active inquiry

Critical thinking skills: - - Starnberg, 1985
Recognition that a problem exists
Definition of real-world, ill-structured

peobleme
Identify limited information and seek
requisite information
Understand that solution depends on
oontext

Define goals in ill-defined situations
Group problem-solving skille




Reference

Handle unpredictable and nonroutine Public -
Experience bow generic principles and schools

Listen to and analyse arguments
Gatber information and know how to use it

Reason, analysis, and reflection
Problem solving Secondary -

Knowledge scquisition voc od
Self-management

!
|
;

!
|
!

Systematic and abetract knowledgs . Workplace

¥
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Oakes, 1968

Resnick, 1987b

Chipman, 1988

Garretson, 1988

Shanker, 1988

Michigan Employability
Skills Task Force, 1968

Raisen, 1960
(cites Lavin, 1968)
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PREFACE

This report is part of the National Center for Research in Vocational Education's
(NCRVE) continuing effort to understand vocational curriculum and instructional methods. It
provides an analysis of the teaching and learning of “generic” workplace skills in several voca-
tional classrooms. We hope this exploratory study will guide future thinking about teaching
goneric skills and provide a starting point for designing curricula and courses that include these
important skills. This study should be of interest to researchers, practitioners, and policymak-
ers in both academic and vocational education who are involved in efforts nationwide to revi-
talize our secondary schools.



SUMMARY

The latest wave of school reform seeks to reconceptualise schooling for most students.
Proposals calling for instructional reform come from many constituencies, with different agen-
das, but have a similar thrust: instruction should emphasize “generic skills” as much as, or
more than, it does occupation-specific or domain-specific knowledge and skills. The assump-
tion is that generic skills will enable people to (1) cooperate and communicate for group prob-
lem solving, (2) identify and define problems in complex environments, (3) sesk, acquire, and
synthesize new information, and (4) adapt to changes and gape of information in the problem-
solving environment. With these skills, workers will be better able to adapt to changing forms
of American industry and the occupational structures supporting it.

To teach these skills, schools must formulate clear educational policies and practices.
This is difficult under current circumstances, however, because the term is not clearly defined
in the academic literature or in research on the workplace, job changes, economic trends, and
80 on. This prevents educators from examining several important questions: What generic
skills are needed? Are they being taught? Can these skills be taught? How can we structure
schooling to develop these skills?

This report represents an initial effort to answer these questions. The analysis begins

" with a conceptual framework for defining generic skills. Observational data from vocational

education programs that claim to develop generic skills through their curriculum are analysed
from the perspectives of this framework and cognitive acience research on learning and teach-
ing. This analysis aims to understand acquisition of target skills et a level that will inform
curriculum development and teacher training. The study sought answers to three questions:
What generic skills are being taught? How are they taught? How does the instructional con-
text affect instruction? Findings from this exploratory study have several implications for
future research on generic skills, for educating diverse student populations, and for reforms
advocating the integration of academic and vocational education.

A CONCEPTUALIZATION OF GENERIC SKILLS

From our analysis of the varied litersture, we discerned two basic categoriss of “generic
skills”; basic or enabling skills include abilitiss ranging from reading and simple mathemat-
ics to “life skills,” e.g., reading a schedule or filling out a form; complex reasoning skills
include skills for defining and solving problems, critical thinking, knowledge acquisition,
evaluating problem solutions, etc.

In addition to these skills, which define a person’s compsetency for a task, are the motiva-
tional style or dispositions that influence task performance, such as the motivation for choos-
ing or doing the task and confidence in one’s ability to do it.

There is some debate about the relative importance of these skills and dispositions for
employability, productivity, and success. None alone seems sufficient. If people are not
motivated for work, their basic or complex skills will be wasted. Conversely, if people bubble
over with enthusissm but lack needed skills, they may be more hindrance than belp, though
possibly good candidates for education or skill training.

While generic skills and dispositions are all necessary for successful completion of many
tasks, complex reasoning skills are among the akills that employers desire most and that school
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reformers hope to impart. For this reason we focus on complex reasoning skills—in particular,
on generic problem-solving skills identified by a human information processing modsl of cogni-
tion. The concepts presented in this model form a basic vocabulary for analyzing complex rea-
soning behavior. It identifies several actions in problem solving that are generalizable across
domains. These actions, coupled with relevant domain knowledge, enable people to act as
intelligent problem solvers. These generic reasoning skills are:

Recognition of the problem

Analysis of the problem

Generation of solution paths

Evaluation of (partial) solution paths or monitoring as you go
Repair

Reflection (after a solution is achieved)

This list of skills provides a starting place for determining whether complex reasoning is
taught in vocational classrooms that claim to develop such skills.

WHAT SKILLS ARE TAUGHT?

The analysis reported here is based on an ethnographic case study of a secondary-level
interior design class administered by a local Regional Occupational Program (ROP), site visits
to technical and nontechnical cluserooms where teachers reportedly emphasise domain-general
skills, and elite interviews with teachers, a program administrator, and a local employer. We
found that these vocational teachers taught several generic problem-solving skills and also
stressed development of positive dispositions.

First, teachers taught several specific problem-solving skills embedded in cooperative
working arrangements wherein students worked together to solve “authentic” problems. In the
case of interior design, students worked for approximately six weeks on a project to design and
furnish a six-room Victorian house. In this class (and others), we observed the teaching or use
of several generic problem-solving skills. In some cases, the teacher specifically taught or
coached the skill; in others, he or she structured the learning environment so that students had
an opportunity to use the skills (or at least be exposed to them).

® Repair shills and learn from errors. Teachers encouraged students to try different ideas
without fear of failure. They belisved that mistakes serve to focus a student's efforts:
“When they correct mistakes, they will remember what they did.”

o Analyse/specify parts of the problem and generate solution paths. Theee skills appeared
as we saw students determine goals (e.g., understand the teacher’s requirements for
completion), set solution criteria (e.g., what should be done to get an “A”), identify
constraints and assumptions (both the teacher’s and the imaginary client's), identify
resources (e.g., special talents of group members), and access relevant domain-specific
knowledge (e.g., carpet samples, wallpaper books).

o Generate solution paths. Students had to decide whether the entire group should work
on each part of a project collectively or whether to assign students to different tasks.
o Kualuate (partial) solution paths or monitor as you go. The ill-defined and long-term
project required students to organize their goals and manage subtasks to ensure finish-

ing by the deadline.
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Reflection (after a solution is achieved). This involves doing a post hoc analysis of a
solution and its generation to improve performance next time. The teacher asked the
design students to fill out a review sheet in which they were to critique the successes
and failures of their project and group and to “figure out why no one is to blame” (for
any failures).

These vocational teachers also emphasized student acquisition of generally useful atti-
tudes and work habits. They held that a realistic appreciation of the contingencies present in
the world outside of school was as important as (if not more important than) learning particu-
lar job-related knowledge or skills. The dispositions or attitudes they stressed included:

Ability to make decisions. To complete projects students had to define their own prob-
lem, find their own tools for solving the problem, and judge their own solutions.

Take responsibility for one’s own decisions; devalue appeals to authority. Teachers con-
sistently deflected requests for information and help when they knew the students
could solve a problem themselves.

Boldness in decision making. Teachers recognized that many students are very reluc-
tant to make significant decisions and countered this tendency by encouraging
students to be “bold.” Stressing boldness in decision making reflected the teachers’
concern that many classroom experiences teach students to fear “standing up for
themselves.”

Learning the parameters of workplace situations. The teachers attempted to help
students appreciate the contingencies of the world outside school by making the class-
room environment closer to the authentic work environments in which students will
eventually find themselves. Teachers did not shy away from exposing students to
some of the harder realities of the workplace. For example, if students complained
about deadlines they were often met with the response that in the workplace a missed
deadline has serious consequences.

Cooperative shills. Several factors conspired to make cooperative skills important in
the classrooms. Group projects required students to work together. Cooperation was
explicitly sanctioned and discussed, using the term “consensus process.” In this pro-
cess, students made decisions (e.g., selecting fabric) by offering their choices and at
least one reason to justify their selection (the rationale). Other students were required
to respond to that choice and debate it in terms of the offered rationale. Cooperation
also resulted from the teacher’s insistence on making the students use the environ-
ment to solve their problems, rather than relying on the teacher’s authority and exper-
tise.

Teachers did not administer tests to assees student acquisition of these skills and disposi-
tions, but evaluated students on a more individual basis. In interior design, for example, stu-
dent grades depended less on the “excellence” of a project solution than on the teacher’s esti-
mate of how far the student had coms during the semester.

HOW THE CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENTS SUPPORTED LEARNING

For purposes of discussion, we divide the classroom environments into three categories:
curriculum and classroom, teacher policiss, and teaching techniques.
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Curriculum and Classroom Features

Two features of the curriculum stood out: project-based activities and freedom in orga-
nizing projects. Teachers designed project-based courses in which students could make many
choices in an environment free from typical classroom rules. The project set the siage for fos-
tering and supporting a variety of goneric problem-solving skills and dispositions. Projects
enhsr.ced the “authenticity” of the learning experience, particularly where they were ltmcm:od
to miniic, as much as possible, an actual working environment.

The way the projects were organized also contributed to student learning. In these class-
rooms, we observed a high degree of student choice at many levels: choice of projects, no inter-
mediate milestones, student work was self-paced, teachers resisted intervention, and students
performed different tasks and learned different skills.

Teacher Policies

The teachers had several broad rules of thumb or policies that seem to govern how they
informed and interacted with students.

Teacher and student on an “equal” footing. Many observations suggested that uachen
strove to interact with students “on their level” or perbaps to elevate students to the teacher’s
levei. This was most easily seen in the casual friendliness and respectfulness of teache:r-
student interactions. The existence of this common level was clearly understood explicitly by
the teachers and perhaps more implicitly by the students.

Master-apprentice relationship more than student-teacher. Broadly, the kind of relation-
ship we observed arising between student and teacher was neither the usual student-teacher
relationship nor a strictly collegial ons. Rather, in some respects, it resembled the roles of
master and apprentice. The teacher was regarded as the expert or “model” practitioner of the
craft and also possessed a greater associated factual knowledge and skill. On the other hand,
the student had a limited knowledge of facts and skill but was increasing both continually.
Although the teachers were competent lecturers, they placed little emphasis on this way of
imparting information. Rather, one-on-one tutoring or master-apprentice interactions were the
main methods by which teachers distributed information and shaped student progress.

“Adult” learning model Much of the teachers’ behavior can be accounted for by their
explicit view that students are mature, reasonably experisnced, and motivated to learn. We
observed several ways in which this model worked well for the students: it promoted an egali-
tarian atmosphere in class, it permitted greater time-on-task in projects, and it enabled teach-
ers to focus more of their teaching efforts on “micro-apprenticeships” than lectures.

Class projects as business; accountability. Throughout project work, the teachers continu-
ally shaped students’ learning and performance by relating aspects of the project to the work-
place. Projects were initially motivated by their relationship to external factors and, in many
cases, the activities students were engaged in during their project simulated real working tasks.

Techniques

Teachers employed specific teaching techniques to implement their policies. In particu-
lar, they employed several techniques to solve some of the problems that can arise in a
project-centered classroom where students are given considerable freedom.

Techaiques for encouraging boldness and independancs—a “fail-soft” environ-
ment. Teachers recognized that students would not be willing to make bold, independent

-

- - - - n - - E
A .




iz

decisions in an environment that harshly penalizes the failures that ineﬁubly result. Several
teacher techniques insured that studenta did not regard failure as undesirable.

o Attempts at creative solutions regarred as intrinsically desirable. The interior design
teacher made it very clear to her students tha: the act of trying unusual design combi-
nations would be rewardsd regardless of their quality. Students with “objectively”
poor projects could get high grades if they had shown attempts at creative thinking
and consistent attention to the task at hand. |

o Refraining from correcting errors. Teachers often did not correct student errors but
pursusd more constructive approachss—they might provide alternatives to the
students’ proposals but would “forcs” students to make the final judgement.

 Negative feedback without negative cffect. Two ieachers we observed were excep-
tionally gifted in being able to communicate criticism or negative in‘ormation without
threatening students. The students eppeared to understand that criticism did not
mean & loas of respect or caring.

o Constructive use of failures. Both teachers were ahle to turn failed attempts at problem
solution into positive learning experiences, by encouraginyg students’ attempts to gen-
erate many solution paths in confronting a problem.

Techniques for dealing with students who are not prooseding in unison. One of
the major challenges facing the teachers was the problem of dealing with students who ere
often simultaneously engaging in very different tasks. The teachers appeared ‘o use several
tools or tactics: :

e Motivation and responsibility. Teachers motivated students by holding high expecta-
tions, including student responsibility for their own work and behavior. Motivated
students generally require relatively liitle minute-to-minute monitoring.

¢ Grading. As in most classes, final grades appeared to be ar important tool in keeping
students on task.

o Group management shills. Teachers had excellent monitoring and disgnosis abilities.
They could rapidly scan a class and determine when a student’s mistake had gone too
far. Then the teachers would intervene, often orchestrating the encounter at a dis-

tance.

o Apprenticeship and micro-teaching techniques. Teachers accepted the need to fre-
quently repest information to students, and they turned that burden into ¢ benefit by
delegating that authority to students who had already been tutored.

Techniques for dealing with students who are solving ill-defined problems.
Because students were not ussd to dealing with ill- defined probloms, we saw many instances of
floundering and low productivity in early stages of the project. For the most part, teachers let
this happen. The interior design teachsr felt that giving students more detailed project
requirements would threaten their creative reasoning and interfere with boldness in decision
making. She was willing to lst studants flounder early in the project in return for interesting
ideas later.

EXTERNAL FACTORS THAT SHAPED TEE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Many different xinde of factors can influence what goes on in schools. While we can’t
often link thess characteristics directly to student learning or persistecce in school, we know
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that they can sither enable or constrain classroom teaching and learning. From our observa-
tions and interviews we formed a picture of the factors that affect instruction in the interior
design class. Our major conclusion is that two key factors shaped instruction: teacher auton-
omy and the teacher’s educational philosophy. While school and organizational policies highly
affect the former, they Lave little direct impact on the attitudes that the teacher brings to the
¢lassroom. | ’

Ressarch points to three enabling conditions that appear to promots high-quality teaching
and learning to the degree that they exist in schools: access to knowledge, press for achieve-
ment, and professional teaching conditions. Aspects of the achool context work both for and
against these conditions. In the interior design class we observed, access to knowledge was
promote! because the teacher had the resources to purchase necessary material to support the
house design project and because students had opportunities to leam by working in a local
retail store.

Press fo: achievement—institutional pressures that the school exerts to get studenta to
wnrk hard and achieve—was not stressed for vocational students by the school administration:
the academic curriculum takes precedence over the vocational, and college enrollment figures
are used to measure school success. The vocational teachers, however, fostered press for
ackievement by having high expectations for students and valuing growth in the quality of
their work.

The interior design teacher faced a mix of professional teaching conditions that can either
empower or constrain teachers as they attempt to create and implement irstructional pro-
grams. Or the positive side, she had little paperwork or buresucratic requirements, a very sup-
portive administrator, and autonomy in making classroom curriculum and instructional deci-

. gions. On the negative side, as a vocational teacher for the IOP she was outside the broader

school culture. This isolated her from teaching colleagues, ccllaborative staff activities, and
school decision making.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

From this amall sample of classrooms and the exploratcry nature of this study we cannot
draw strong conclusions or policy implications for teaching and learning generic skills. But our
findings do suggest several directions for future research on teaching generic skills, educating
diverse student populations, and integraring academic and vocational education.

Our results indicats that an emphasis on training generic skills alone is unlikely to he
successful without the perallsl development of an adaptive motivational style. Much more
ressarch is needed on the dispositions, attitudes, anud motivations that will enable studsats to
apply their skills in school and workplace settings. An approach. that combines theory and
findings from the cognitive science and social cognition literatures seems a promising way to
study the interplay of generic skills and dispositions.

Teacher autonomy and teaching philosophy stand out as important conditions for teach-
ing generic skills, but such conditions differ according to the teacher’s schoo! administration or
pereonal characteristics. Ressarch needs to examine thooe and other context factors more
closely for both vocational and academic teachers. Since the vocational and academic can
represent different subcultures in many comprehensive high schools, school context conditions
are likely to affect different teachers in different ways.

One interesting quality of the instructirnal practice in thess vocational classrooms was its
arpropristeness for teaching a diverse group of students. Since trends show increasing
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diversity of student populations, practices suited to diversity may be in even greater demand.
In particular, the apprenticeship model used by these vocational teachers seems promising.
Research from the perspective of traditional apprenticeships, in combination with new models
uf “cognitive apprenticeship,” might explore several questions, including: How can apprentice-
ships be structured to serve diverse students in large classroom settings? Can apprenticeship
techniques be applied to teaching domain-specific knowledge and skills and generic skills, in
addition to complex physical processes and ukills? .

Our study also suggasts that approaches for teaching generic skills can be applied to
achieve integration of vocstiona! and academic curricula. Educational reformers from both the
scademic and vocational communities cee a need to improve students’ abilities to reason, think,
and solve problems. To explore the viability of tcaching generic skills as a vehicle for integra-
tion, future work should study both vocational and academic classrooms. We need to verify
that some instructional practices found in these vocational classes (e.g., solving authentic prob-
lems cuoperatively with a team of students, micro-apprenticeship) can transfer to academic
subjects or ~ontent areas where the analogy between class work and actual working environ-
ments is not as strong. In addition, it may be that teachers need actual working experience to
prepare them to impart the dispositions and attitudes that complement a particular “c:..ture of
practicy.”

In general, we recommend that futurs research continue to identify the acquisition and
teaching of target skills a.ud dispositions at a level of analysis that will inform curriculum -
development, teacher training, and teaching practices. Broad descriptions of nseded workplace
skills re not adequate for teachers, who have the ultimate responsibility for carrying out any
curricular reform.
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I. INTRODUCTION

‘Many constituencies are insisting that the time has come to reconceptualise schooling for
most students. Major changes in the economy and widespread dissatisfaction with the perfor-
manoe of our schools have led to calls for instructional reform from educators, policymakers,
ressarchers, employers, and social critics. Although their agendas may differ, many of their
proposals have the sams thrust: Instruction should emphasise “generic skills” as much as, or
more than, it doss occupation-specific or domain-specific skills.

Teaching generic skills is viswed as one way to address an increasing labor market prob-
lem of demand and supply. The changing nature of the workplace demands workers with cer-
tain kinds of aptitudes and abilities, but the educational system has not been producing them.
Generic skills will enable people to

e Cooperats and communicate for group/social problem solving.

o Identify and define (or structure) problems in complex environments.

o Seek, acquire, and synthesizse new information.

e Adapt to changes and gaps of information in the problem-solving environment.

This new emphasis on generic skills assumes that the people who have them can adapt to the
changing forms of American industry and the occupational structures supporting it.

To better prepare all students for the world of work, schools must formulate clear educa-
tional policies and practices for teaching thess skills. However, that is easier said than done
under current circumstances. It is true that generic skills are much discussed in a range of
academic disciplines! and in ressarch on industries, the workplace, schools, job changes, train-
ing, and economic trends. It is also true, however, that the term is still not clearly defined.
This prevents educators from systematically examining several important questions: What
generic skills are needed? Can theee skills be taught? Are they being taught? How can we
structure schooling to develop these skills? .

PURPOSE AND NATURE OF THE STUDY

In 1969, we launched a study to begin addressing these questions. Our strategy was (a) to
construct a conceptual framework for defining generic skills; (b) to further develop that frame-
muonmmmm,mmoumdmmm—eomm
mm(c)wmmmmmnchmdmmwmmm
their curriculum; and (d) to explore the implications of our findings for future research and
curriculum development. This report presents the study’s results.

Much of the discussion of generic skills comes from four sources: research on changes in
the nature and structure of work; research on schooling; research on generalizable skills and
MMMMMMWWMMmM-MM
reasoning.? In this varied literature, we discerned two besic categories of “generic skills™:

VThese include sociology, cognitive science, economics, organisstional development, anthropology, and industrial
"We diecuss this litersture in Sec. IL.
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o Basic or enabling shills. These include a range of shilitiss, from reading and simple
mathematics to “life skills,” e.g., reading a schedule or filling out a form.

o Complex reasoning shills. Theee include skills for defining and solving problems, criti-
cal thinking, knowledge acquisition, evaluating problem solutions, stc.

In addition to theee skills, which define a person’s competency for a task, are the motivational
style or dispositions that influence task performancs, ¢.g., motivation for choosing or doing the
task, confidence in cne’s ability to do it.

The literature contains some debate about the relative importance of theee skills and
motivations for employability, productivity, and success. There is no clear hisrarchy or tazon-
omy. Some argue that if people are not motivated for work, their basic or complex skills will
be wasted. Conversely, others argus, if people are charged with enthusiasm but completely
unskilled, they may be more hindrance than help, though possibly good candidates for educa-
tion or skill training. A third argument is that workers who have only enabling skills and posi-
tive work-related dispositions will have limited roles in the workplace. In this argument, com-
plex reasoning skills are the essential condition for success.

While generic skills and dispositions are all necessary for successful completion of many
tasks, complex reasoning skills are among the abilities that employers most often identify as
critical and that school reformers emphasize most. Further, cognitive science ressarch on com-
plex reasoning and problem solving (in several academic subjects) provides a formalisation for
precissly defining these skills and suggesting ways to teach them. Other literature provides
models for nnderstanding how motivations can affect skill acquisition and use, but “motiva-
tion” is less well defined, and there is no conoceptual framework for considering how it might be
taught. As for basic or enabling akills, while the lack of them is potentially disabling, there are
many theories, constructs, and curricula for teaching them. However, hardly anyone would
argue that besic skills alone constituts the essential spark for effective and prolonged perfor-
mance in the labor markst.

We began our study with the belief that complex reasoning skills were the most vital,
were the most readily “teachable,” and would be the most strongly emphasized in the high-
school-level classrooms we observed. However, the results of our fleld work indicate that
teachers who have experience in the workplace emphasise dispositions—and seek to cuitivate
them—as much as (if not more than) they stress complex reasoning skills.

To carry out their instructional goals, the teachers we observed employed several non-
traditional techniques and methods. Overall, they minimised lecturing and didactic instruction
in favor of “micro-apprenticeships,” one-to-one tutoring, and project-centered courses wherein
students worked together to solve “authentic” problems. The instructional context was one in
which teachers had the sutonomy to balance the teaching of domain-specific knowledge and
skill requirements with generic skills as well as the freedom to employ nontraditional instruc-
tional and evalustive methodas.

ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

Section II reviews the literature and presents our conceptualization of generic skills. We
also illustrate how this perspective can be applied to problem solving in several vocations. To
better understand generic skills teaching in practics, we studied several programs that claimed
to emphasise the teaching of generic skills in their curriculum., We sugment our classroom
analysis with an examination of the broader instructional context in which the course was

16



taught. The field study is discussed in Sec. III. Section IV presents the resuits of our field-
work, which focused on several questions: What generic skills are being taught? How are they
taught? What contextual attributes—teaching methods, schcol philosophy, student
populaticn—concribute to their success? Finally, in Sec. V we examine what the answers to
these questions imply for teaching generic skills, for educating diverse student populations, and
for reforms advocating the integration of academic and vocational education. An appendix
summarizes several selected studies from the literature.
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II. BACKGROUND AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

In thin section we first review briefly the iiterature to give some perspective on the
breadth and nature of the discussion about “generic skills.” Much of this discussion comes
from four sources: research on the changes in the nature and st:ucture of work, research on
schooling, ressarch on generalisable skills and skills that distinguish expert (as opposed to
novice) performance, and research on domain-independent reasoning. (A summary of several
selected studies is also presented in the Appendix.) We then present a broad approach for con-
sidering skilled behavior and ¢ conceptual framework for studying one category of generic
skills—complex reasoning skills. Finally, we describe how this conceptualization of generic
skills might apply to understanding the general aspects of problem solving that occur across
different vocations.

CURRENT VIEWS ABOUT GENERIC SKILLS

Changes in the Nature and Structure of Work

Studies of changes in work, and reports in the popular press, note the gradual shift of
capital and labor out of smokestack industries and into high-technology and service industries.
This broad shift is marked by technological advances that affect workers and the workplace
across many industries. Ressarch and experience highlight several impacts that imply new
skill demands. For example:

o Organizational changes occur, with more emphasis placed on flexibility, autonomy, and
intaraction of smaller working units (Office of Technology Assessment, 1988).

o Problem solving and retraining are expected to take place at much lower levels in such
decentralizsed organizations (Noyelle, 1987; Bailoy and Noyelle, 1988; Stasz, Bikson,
and Shapiro, 1988).

e New technologies change rapidly, and adapting to those changes requires different
situation/tool-specific knowledge ard skills (Office of Technology Assessment, 1988;
Noyelle, 1087). .

¢ Changws due to automsation and the introduction of computers have in many cases
widened the breadth of skills required for jobs (Bikson and Eveland, 1986).

Theee and other workplace changes suggest several skill needs. Changing organizational
and work group structures, for example, may require the types of skills that make collaborative
arrangements work: a high level of skill and ability among group members, teamwork experi-
ence, participative decision making, and efficient intragroup communications (McGrath, 1964;
McGrath and Altman, 1968). Other changes may necessitate fewer technology or domain.
specific skills and broader workplace skills, including those that support naw styles of opera-
tion: communication, cooperstion, and the ability to recognise, define, and adapt to the
problems and conflicts inherent in human interaction (Deutach, 1987). Workers dealing with
computers that take over processing functions are left with diagnostic and problem-solving
functions (Noyelle, 1987). These functions can range from the secretary trying to format a
footnote with a new text-editing package to the technician trying to diagnose and repair a
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nonobssrvable electronic component. That is, certain now technologies call for skills different
in kind: skills of the hesd rather than the hand, of the logician rather than the craftaman
(Attewell, 1087).

The “generic” skills identified by research find broad corroboration among employers in
the job marketplace. As a closing example, Brown (1888) reports that when employers are
asked what things are important in decisions to hire, fire, or promote employees, they often
emphasize sttributes beyond basic or job-specific skills. At a meeting with businessmen,
Brown asked about the attributes of the ideal employee and found the following:

‘I‘hoﬂm'm.ln?ohnmcncﬁvhy Then someone mentioned flexibility. Then came prob-

lem solving skill in dealing with people, adaptability, innovation, and a capecity to
change. Several people stressed responsibility, teamwork, loyaity, and good work habits and
attitudes. Eventually, someons mentioned basic skills.

Research on Schooling for Nonschool Activities

In the educational community, the notion of “generic” skills has received the most atten-
tion from school reformers, who seek a reconceptualization of schooling. There is a growing
concern for the mismatch between the curricula and pedagogy of our schools and the
knowledge requirements of nonschool settings. Reformers are calling for schools that will pro-
duce more creative, inventive, flexible, proactive, and problem-solving students (e.g., Office of
Technology Assessment, 1988; Berryman, 1988; and Oakes, 1986). Howevez, studies of both
vocational and nonvocational schools suggest that most educstional institutions do not expli-
citly teach these skills (Berryman, 1988; Powsll, Farrar, and Cohen, 1985; Stern et al,, 1985).

Resnick (1987b), for example, notes four fundamental contrasts between in-school and
out-of-school mental activity that raise profound questions about the utility and effectiveness
of schooling for all nonschool activity, including work. First, while the dominant form of
school learning and performance is individual, much activity outside school is socially shared.
Second, schools place a premium on “pure thought” activities without the benefit of tools (for
exampls, calculators and books during test taking), whereas most mental activities outside
school are shaped by and dependent upon use of available tools. Third, schools tend to
emphauize abstract symbol manipulstion, whereas work and other activities emphasize reason-
ing and actions connected with physical objects and eventa. Finally, while schools aim to teach
mrdwidolymabhakﬁhmdtboonﬁcdpﬂmiph.wmidonbool&pmd-ontho
development of situation-specific forms of competencies. These points suggest the need for
skills similar to those identified in workplace research: more emphasis on the development of
mtﬁnlumluorm'kmshuomphlhonmmmamwﬂc
thoorluandhcumdmononmiuthhknowlodatoumnaboutnd-ﬁfopmbhmmd

more attention to how tools shape cognition in specific situations.

Research on Generalisable Skills and Expertise

Mhhmﬁowdmﬁonmdconmwmm.ddntothopmmmof
“generic” skills. mmmmomm'.mmonpmumm
out (e.g., Greenan, 1963, 1984, 1987; Greenan and Browning, 1987). Greenan’s (1983) analysis
d‘mﬂﬂb’ﬁ&pm&ﬁampﬁmofllswwhmimm
into four different types: mathematics, communication skills, interpersonal skills, and reeson-
ing ekills. Wlthinthonchuu,lomihmmnrybro.dmdmuwidomofdi&nnt
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skills (e.g., the ability to solve problems involvirg time, weight, distance, sad volume).
Gresnan has also developed assessment techniques in the form of student self-ratings, teacher
ratings, and a performance criterion for each skill area, and has compiled directories of avail-
abls instructional 1+ 2urces that are potentially useful ‘ur teaching generalizable skills. How-
ever, his program of research has not yet studied the teaching of these skills or developed
instructional programs.

Other notions about generic skills come from recent research in cognitive science on what
makes a person an “expert” in a field, and how experts transfer school-based knowledge to
nonschool settings. This research shows that cognitive and metacognitive strategies’ and
processes are more central to expertise than low-level subskills or abstract conceptual and fac-
tual knowledge (e.g., Lave, 1988; Scribner, 1984; Collins, Brown, and Newman, 1989). An
expert technician, for example, has strategies for dealing with a problem (e.g., break it down
into smaller parts) and can reflect on his own progress (é.g., evaluate whether or not the
current solution is a good one). Theee skills are more important than low-level skills (e.g.,
being able to read the manual) or abstract knowledge (e.g., understanding how electricity flows
through circuits).

Other research examines ways to teach students to use the kinds of processes employed
by experts to handle complex tasks and also to apply them in a variety of contexts (e.g., Col-
lins, Brown, and Newman, 1989; Lave, 1977). This requires teaching techniques that external-
_ize cognitive processes that are usually carried out internally, so that students can observe,
enact, and practice them with help from the teacher and other students. Modeling, for exam-
ple, involves showing an expert carrying out a task while students observe and thereby build a
conceptual model of the processes required to accomplish the task (Collins, Brown, and New-
man, 1980; Wood and Bandura, 1889). Thus, a teacher might model the reading process by
reading aloud in one voice, then verbalizing her thought processes (e.g., what the author means,
what will happen next) in another voics (Collins and Stevens, 1982). Coaching is another
technique. Here, the teacher observes a student while he or she carries out a task and offers
hints, feedback, reminders, or new tasks aimed at bringing the student’s performance closer to
expected performance. In reading, a teacher in the role of coach might choose texts with
increasing difficuity, have students write summaries of the texts, and have other students offer
suggestions to the class on how a summary might be improved (Collins, Brown, and Ne:yman,
1989).

Research on Domain-Independent Reasoning

While studies of expertise reveal skill needs and how skills are employed to solve prob-
lems in a particrlar domain, other research (e.g, Nisbett et al, 1987) examines domain-
independent reasoning: Do people use abstract rules to think about everyday life events and, if
80, can these rules be taught? This line of ressarch counters claims that people possess
domain-specific knowledge that is not readily applied to other domains (e.g., Thorndike, 1906;
Chi, Glaser, and Farr, 1988), or that their possession and application of knowledge depends on
cognitive development and cannot be taught (e.g., Brainerd, 1978). Evidence for domain-
independent reasoning is important fcr any conception of generic skills, since the notion that

'hmmmw refers to soveral categories of intellectual behavior, including knowledge
Mmmcdlm«&,hwuumwmckdm,wnmm
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skills can be applied across domains is a key assumption underlying the view that generic skills
should be taught and learned.

Nisbett ot al. (1987) report on several studies that show use of abstract rules and increase
in rule use after training. People can, for example, use statistical rules that are derivrble froia
the law of large numbers to reason about problems in a wide range of tasks and domains.
Furthermore, their reasoning improves with training that shows how to use the law of large
numbers to solve a number of problems.

Two studies of graduate students by Lehman, Lempert, and Nisbett (1988) demonstrate
the trainability of reasoning skills that correspond to the program of study. Beginning stu-
dents in law, chemistry, psychology, and medicine had equivalent inferential skills for statisti-
cal reasoning about problems with both scientific and everyday life content, methodological
problems dealing with different types of confounded variables, and several other problem types.
After two years of study, psychology and medicine students showed significant increases over
law and chemistry students in their ability tc use statistical and confounded variable rules in
both scientific and everyday life problems. This difference in performance reflects differences
in the nature of these disciplines. Psychology and medicine are probabilistic sciences and must
deal with all kinds of causal patterns involving necessity and sufficiency. Thus, students learn
and practice inferential reasoning and rules for dealing with uncertainty or the conditional.
Law students show improvement only in problems dealing with the conditional, presumably
because they are taught about contractual relations. Chemistry students do not improve on
these types of problems because their field deals primarily with necessary and deterministic
causes rather than probabilistic ones. This research suggests that reasoning can be improved
by training and that rules applied to reasoning in a discipline can generalize to reasoning in
analogous everyday life situations.

In sum, although the popular and scientific literatures are replete with lists of domain-
independent skills, the term “generic skills” is poorly defined. Terms abound in the literature
and seem to include disparate types or levels of skill as well: for example, is “recognizing that
a problem exists” (Sternberg, 1986) a skill in the same way that “accurate, fast arithmetic cal-
culation” (Greenan, 1984), “self-management” (Chipman, 1488), or “creative thinking”
(Greenan, 1984) are skills?

Drawing from the generic skills literature and cognitive science research, we conceive two
broad categories of generic skills: basic or enabling skills and complex reasoning skills. In
addition, we assume that individuals possess dispositions and motivational styles, distinct from
their skills, that influence effective use of skills. We elaborate on this conceptualization below.

A CONCEPTUALIZATION OF GENERIC SKILLS

Whuther faced with school-related, work-related, or everyday life tasks, individuals bring
a constellation of knowledge, skills, and motivations to bear in accomplishing them.
Knowledge, skills, and motivations interact with each other and with the task in complex ways
to produce degrees of success or failure. While skills define a person’s competence or ability to
do a task, motivations influence task performance.

To provide a starting point for analysing generic skills in this exploratory study, we focus
on competence factors and simplify them into two broad categories:

o Basic or enabling shills include such abilities as reading, doing simple mathematics, and
“life skills,” such as reading a schedule, writing a check, or filling out an application.
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Theee skills are often used by people in the service of more complex tasks involving
higher skill levels.

e Many tasks recuire the use of complex reasoning skills. Some tasks require formal rea-
soning the problem to be solved specifies all premices or givea information in
advance (e.g., problems in logic, geometric analogies, series completion). Other tasks
require informal or everyday reasoning: premises are not completely supplied for the
problem, and everyday thinking activities must be invoked (e.g., planning, making
commitments, evaluating arguments, choosing options; see Galotti (1989) for a detailed
discussion).

These generic skills can be applied in a variety of domains or vocations and in combina-
tion with the domain-specific knowledge and skills that define competence in a particular area.
In following sections we discuss this interplay further and elaborate on the use of complex rea-
soning skills in a specific problem-solving activity.

In addition to their specific or generic skills, individuals bring to a task di.positions or
attitudes that can play an important role in how any .kills are acquired and used (Dweck,
1988). In the context of school and learning, these psychological factors influence a person’s
motivation to respond in either adaptive or maladaptive ways to a particular task. Dweck and
Leggett (1988), for exampie, review a body of ressarch that identifies two major patterns of
response in achievement-oriented settings: the maladaptive or “helpless” response and the
more adaptive “mastery-oriented” response. While the helpless pattern is characterized by an
avoidance of challenge and a deterioration of performance in the face of obstacles, the
mastery-oriented pattern involves the seeking of challenging tasks and persistence under
failure. Ressarch with children shows that these behavior patterns are unrelsted to actual abil-
ity: bright, skilled individuals can exhibit a maladaptive pattern. Children of equal ability can
show marked performance differences in response to challengs, because they are pursuing dif-
foerent goals (Dweck and Elliott, 1983) or because they have different beliefs about whether
intelligence is a fized or a mallsable quality (Dweck and Leggett, 1988). We can think of these
responses as “motivational styles” or dispositions toward approaching achievement situations
in a certain way.?

Several simplifications are implied in this conceptualization. First, it implies a discrete
separation of complex and basic skills. In fact, a “basic” skill such as reading is cognitively
complex. It invoives such “low-level” processes® as decoding letters or recognizing words, but it
also requires certain “high-level” strategic skills necessary for comprehension, such as formu-

problem-solving strategies and heuristics. Although we acknowledge that basic literacy skills

SThroughout the remainder of this report we use the terms “motivation,” “dispositions,” and “motivational style” to
refor t0 paychological factors that can influence task performance. We acknowiedge that these terms have distinct
definitions in the litersture, but the distinctions go beyond the level of analysis required for the purposss of this

exploratory study.




can be cognitively complex, we use this category to distinguish the minimum skills a person
brings to a problem or a task from the knowledge and skills required to mahe use of concepts,
facts, and procedures as necessary for thoss problems or tasks. It is these latter kinds of com-
plex reasoning skills, or strategic knowledge, that characterizes expertise in a domain (e.g., Col-
lins, Brown, and Newman, 1889).

Second, dispositions and motivational style can affect skill use. Resnick (1887a), for
example, points out that students who do not have dispositions or “habits of thought” that lead
them to engage in higher-order thinking may not 'varn complex reasoning skills even if they
are exposed to them. Perhaps more importantly, such students will not refine their reasoning
abilities, or know when to use them, if they are not disposed to exercise them.*

While this conceptualization does not specify “levels” of skill or delineate precise relation-
ships between skills and motivational factors, it does provide a useful starting place for think-
ing about “generic” skills, their relative importance, and their teachability. Clearly, if an indi-
vidual does not have the dispositions or motivations to work, the basic or complex skills he or
she possesses matter little. That is, the person may have the competsnce but will not display
skilled behavior because his or her motivational style does not lead to effective performance.
Conversely, if a person is completely unskilled but bubbling over with positive work-related
dispositions, he or she may be more of a hindrance than a help, but possibly a good candidate
for education or skill training. Indeed, pecple without what we label as basic or enabling skills
in our culture are quite capable of performing complex tasks. However, we argue that workers
with only ensbling skills and an adaptive motivational style, although perhaps reedily train-
able, will have limited roles in the workplace. Complex reasoning skills, however, appear to be
key to adapting to changes in the workplacs, and they also encompass many of the attributes
that employers desire and school reformers hope to impart.

While our initial framework includes both basic or enabling skills and complex ressoning
skills as “generic” and recognizes the key role that motivational styles and dispositions play in
skilled behavior, the remainder of this section focuses on a conceptualization of complex rea-
soning skills. We elaborate on and more precisely define these skills from the perspective of
cognitive science research. This perspective provides a needed formalization of these key skills,
but it has much less to say about the role of disposition or motivational style. We do not elab-
orate further on basic or enabling skills because, as stated above, this study is less concerned
with the minimum skills a person brings to a problem or task than with the skills he or she
possesses for making use of concepts, facts, procedures, and 50 on. What follows, then, is a
partial elucidation of a broader conceptual framework that provides a starting point for exam-
ining the teaching and learning of generic skills in the classroom.

Complex Reasoning and the Information Processing Metaphor

A metaphor that has proved fruitful for the cognitive scientist’s attempts to understand
human behavior is that certain aspects of human cognition and problem solving can be com-
pared to other information processing devices, namely computers (Newsll and Simon, 1972;
Simon, 1979). Both take in information from the environment, store it, manipulate it in the
form of some kind of symbol system, and take action on or give output to the environment.
Much of what people do can be thought of as “decision making” or simple to complex “problem

wwmmmumnum-mmmmuua
cognitive performance—e.g., Beach and Mitchell's (1978) contingency model; Chaiken and Stangor’s (1967) systematic
processing model; Petty and Cacioppo’s (1984, 1986) elshosstion likelihood model. It is beyond the scope of the
pressat study to ezamine them in detail with respect to generic skills.
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solving.” Peaple act in response to questions like: How do I get to the airport by 8:30? How
do [ summarize these three reporta? Why isn't my production team communicating? How can
we improve productivity? While this metaphor does not easily take into account such impor-
tant performance factors as disposition or motivational style, it does provide an organising
framework for examining human problem solving across tasks and building process modals of
cognitions. This metaphor is called the human information processing (HIP) model or theorst-
ical framework. This framework can explicitly define some generic skills and can suggest ways
to design curricula and pedagogical practices aimed at teaching them.

As mentioned earlier, central to the application of the HIP framework to generic skills is
the view that many human activities, both in the workplace and in life, exemplify problem
solving. This includes everything from deciding on what kind of rivets to use to repair an air-
frame to planning a menu. An important aspect of most problem-solving situations is the
notion of “search.” Search is the activity examining or “navigating” through all the possible
actions (and outcomes of those actions) that can be taken in a situation.

In the language of HIP, outcomes are “states” to be attained. We refer to the set of all
possible states as a “state space” or the space of all possible intermediate states that one might
visit in the course of “search.” Problem solving takes place as one tries to apply known actions
or “operators” to the start state. Every time an operator is applied to a state it creates a new
state. If the new state that is reached is the same as the state one wants to get to (the “goal
state”), then the problem is solved. As operators are applied and intermediate states are
reached, a trail or “path” is created. The total path consists of states (stepping stones) and
operators that move a problem solver from state to state (steps). The constraints on operators
are the rules that say whether it is “legal” to apply a given operator at a given state. So, prob-
lem solving is the search for a “solution path” of operators and their corresponding states from
the beginning of a problem (the start state) to the solution (the goal state).®

Although the concepts of start stats, goal state, solution path, operstor, and constraints
are very abstract and general, they are not a complete characterization of what the HIP frame-
work sees as common to different problem-solving domains. (For example, there are also
search strategies that are generalizable across domains.) However, these concepts are the basic
vocabulary that cognitive scientists use to analyse complex reasoning behavior. In doing so,
they have discovered that many behaviors that appear different on the surface exhibit common

To illustrate generic problem-solving activities from the HIP perspective, let us walk -

through one solution to a common problem: getting to the airport on time to catch a flight.
Following this example, we shall discuss each component in more detail.®

GET ME TO THE AIRPORT ON TIME
My flight to Boston takes off at 8:00 A\ tomorrow. Idon'tlivoclontotholirpogt,

and | suspect that to the rt for a flight that leaves at 8:00 puts me in
rush-hour traffic. is an unpredictable situation that calls for somse planning.
(Recognition of the problem.) .

approach to ressoning, it doss not do justice to a variety of important concepts. Several introductory texts present
other aspects of human information processing (cf. Anderson, 1985; Newell and Simon, 1972; Simon, 1979).
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airport example, the ability to generate and evaluats alternate solution

Glaser, and Farr, 1988).
roblem, to act as more intelli-

gent problem solvers. Some argue that generic skills may be impossible to apply if the problem

solver lacks domain knowledge (Resnick, 1987a).

knowledge plays an important role, often interacting with generic akills in
knowledge of the local geography and roads. Knowiedge of this sort

domains, they are not the sole reason for expertise—otharwise, acquiring them in one c\n-

Information Processing Categories for Complex Reasoning Skills

The airport story illustrates the actions and stages of problem solving that can be described
by an information processing approach and, in the case of reflection, suggests how learning can
take place to improve problem-solving skills. Before we discuss sach stage in detail, several com-
ments are in order. First, while the sequence of actions is presented roughly in the order in which
these skills would be applied in problem solving, we idealised the example for the sake of exposi-
tion. Other actions, in a different sequence, are certainly possible. Evaluation of a problem state,
for example, can cause new solution paths to be generated and even prompt reanalysis of the prob-
lem. Second, although these activities are generic in the sense that they sppear in many problem-
text would apparently make one an expert in many domains (Chi,
permits us to reduce the amount of search we have to do to solve a p

ways. For example, in the
paths depends on the driver’s

solving
Domain-specific
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In the following paragraphs we discuss each of the important generic ruasoning skills
idontiﬁodinthunmplo

Recognition of the problem. The first step, a very difficult oae in many domains, is
recognizing that # problem exists. The problem solver must detect a problem amid irrelevant
details in a situation or see an opportunity for action that may not bs immediately obvious.

Analysis of the problem. Next, the problem solver must represent the problem in a
way that lends iteelf to solution. This involves specification of the parts of the problem:
analysis of start stats, determining goal state, identifying constraints and assumptione, iden-
tifying resourses, selecting alternative representation(s) of the problem, and accessing relevant
(domain-specific) knowledge (and not accessing irrelevant knowledge). The problem solver
might also consider analogous situations or problems that have been solved in the past and
that might act as a starting point for attacking the current problem.

Generation of solution paths. Generating solution paths requires both domain-specific
knowledge (e.g, distance to the airport) and domain-general methods. The latter include
methods like “means-ends analysis” (identifying the difference between the current stats and
the goal state and then choosing an action to reduce this differencs), simple “forward search”
(from the start state to the goal), or “backward search” (from the goal to the preconditions of
each action toward the goal). The problem solver may recast a difficult problem in a simpler
or more abstract problem space before generating solutions. The simple solution is then
extended to the more complicated situation. The problem solver may also employ estimation
skills to generate approximate solution paths and then choose among the most promising.

Evaluation of (partial) solutioa paths, or moaitoring as you go. Monitoring the
solution path-in-prog-ess may require some specific domain knowledge, as well as general
knowledge about what is productive and what is unproductive search. First the problem solver
must evaluate the partial solution path based on the accuracy of assumptions, resource limita-
tions (e.g., how much time have I besn plugging away at this solution peth, given the total
amount of time available for the solution?), and other constraints in the problem space. Next,
he or she must compare alternate states and select a “best-bet” current solution path to follow.
A special case of this is the comparison of two alternate states in which one matches the goal
state; then, the desired action is clear. Additional skills are needed to determine if the action
taken or the psth being pursued has had unexpected good or bad side effects, ortoneo'nhn
when an impasee has been reached.

Repair. If the outcome of an evaluation is negative, the prudent problem solver will take
some alternate actions. It is often useful to first identify what went wrong with the solution.
Learning (improvement in future problem-sclving performance) can oocur when actions that
weute ot useful initially can be altered. This can take place by either changing the conditions
under which the action is applied (e.g., add or remove constraints) or making changes in the
result of the action such that the nonoptimal path is not generated in the future. Repair can
also involve retrieving or regenersting old solution path alternatives to see if one of them
would have led to success. Repair, sometimes referred to as “debugging,” has besn studied in
many subjects, including mathematics (e.g., Schoenfeld, 1987) and programming (Kessler and
Anderson, 1988).

Reflection (after a solution is achieved). Reflection provides an opportunity for
learning or for refining problem-solving skills. In reflection, the problem solver conducts a
post boc analysis of the solution and its generation. Several questions can be asked: Is there
some organisation to the search that took place? Are there new, larger actions that can be
generalised for use in the future? Are there alternate paths that were more or less efficient?
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Such questions point the solver toward ways to improve the operators they possess so that
search is more efficient in future problem solving.

This breakdown of problem solving into fairly well-defined components of information
processing has been applied to many problem-solving tasks and seems applicable across many
subject matter domains. In Table 1, we illustrate how the basic concepts of states and opera-
tors can be used in several fields of work or vocational education. Thess, in turn, permit us to
understand how the complex reasoning activities mentioned in the airport example apply to
other domainas. |

In the case of interior design, for instance, problem analysis is often critical. The
designer must gather information that helps to determine the client’s tastes and constraints
(analysis of the problem). Thees, in turn, dictate which design operators (choice of furniture,
floor covering, etc.) are “legal.” This initial analysis greatly constrains the generation of solu-
tion paths. In design, a (partial) solution path is a combination of design components (e.g.,
putting together a certain wallpaper, carpet, bed, and dresser combination in the bedroom).
This solution path is constructed by generating alternative states, evaluating those states, and
selecting one of them as the best new state (generate and evaluate). The evaluation of partial
solution paths—whether certain combinations “work well” together—is often the most difficult
part of problem solving: a skill that distinguishes good from mediocre designers. If a design
idea doss not work, or if the designer and client cannot agree on the trestment of a room, then
redesign has to occur (repair). This involves backing up and reapplying operators (generats),
withpuhqnacwwthowdmﬁom.orbmnin‘aeomwtutmmm
apply. Finally, a good designer, like a good chess player or electrical technician, will often
attempt to learn from a completed solution (reflection), perhaps by discussing the design pro-
cess and product with fellow designers. Among other things, he or she will try to synthesize
nﬂmhlforplthmlﬁonmdptthwduﬁonthtwmmidmy'dudm&'ommmd
in the recently completed design project.

Let us now consider the example of an electronics technician troubleshooting a nonfunc-
tioning device. First the technician reads the failure ryport and assesses the failure conditions
(analysis). After carrying out a series of diagnostic « ::~ks, he or she examines the outcome of
those checks (generate and evaluate). If this gives nu :iints about the source of the problem,
the technician backs up and checks, for instance, whether the cord is plugged in and the power
switch is in the “on” position. Ifth.ym.thhmmthonntuoluﬁonpnthhp\nuidnmd
others considered (repair). It might turn out that the circuit breaker for the outlet has been
triggered and there is thus no electricity coming to the wall outlet. If that is the problem, the
technician resets the breaker, writes a report, and might discuss it with fellow technicians if
the problem and solution present an interesting case (reflection).

SUMMARY

mmmnndmmumnmonpmﬂclkﬂh(mcludiuohﬂsnﬁmdto
mmmmpmmmmmumwﬂn
and 00 on) is awash in definitions and lists and controversy. Based on our analysis of
nmudthop-mﬁnofwn!ﬂnnchm.m.dnmawmm&m
posits two broad categories of generic skills: basic or enabling skills and complex reasoning
skills, mmmmmmmmummamw
from their skills, that influence the effective use of skills. We further define one class of gen-
cﬁc.kﬂh—conphxnmnlu.kiﬂn—&omminﬁomﬁonpmuﬁuhmoﬁmd.in
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Table 1
HIP FRAMEWORK AND PROBLEM SOLVING IN DIFFERENT VOCATIONS

Sturt Bxamples of
Problema Siate Goal State Operators and Generie Skills Constraints

Interioe Design interior | Empty All rooms Consult client (analysis of problem) * Budget

Designer | of 6-room house, furnished and | Pick floor covering (generate & eval) ¢ Children
house flor plan | decorated to | Pick fabric (generste & eval) * Pots

‘ customer Redesign aspects of den (repair) * Loostion
satisfuction Dissuss design after delivery (reflect) o Customer’s taste

Electrical | Why won't Device Device Read failure report (analysis) * Time available

Technician | this device without running Check fuses (generete & eval) ¢ Cost of component
power up? .| power, normally Apply meter: measure volts and current | « Amount of current

switch (gomerats & eval) ¢ Base of removal

turned on Isclate components (generate & eval) ¢ Access to fellow
Check building power supply (repair) employess
Report & explain repair solution (reflect)

Secretarial | Howdo [ add | Original Letter with Check new material & letter (analysis) | ¢ Time available
three new lotter the three new | Type in text (generate & eval) o # times repested
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particular, research on problem solving, to delineate specific skills that generalise acroes
domains, We then apply this conceptualization to illustrate its usefulness for identifying
problem-solving skills in several vocations.

Although this spproach to studying generic skills does not completely specify complex
causal relationships between motivational factors and generic skills or resolve the controversy
surrounding “levels of complexity” of skill (cf. Resnick, 1987a), we believe it provides a good
starting place from which to build more precise definitions of generic skills. This approach and
problem-solving framework provide the beginnings for a unified modsl and a specific language
for discussing many skills deemed important by vocational educators and employers. In addi-
tion, past research in problem solving in academic disciplines, based on the HIP framework,
can also illuminate the study of these generic skills in vocational or work-related domains.
Porhaps most importantly for those interested in vocational education, the HIP framework,
once applied, can identify skills with the precision needed to design instructional methods or
curricula to teach generic skills.

To aseess the promise of the HIP framework for studying generic skills, we observed
vocational classrooms, gathered data on the teaching and learning of generic skills, and
analyzed those observations from the framework’s perspective. The next section describes the
field study and data-gathering procedures. Section IV presents the results of our analysis.
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III. THE FIELD STUDY

To obeerve the teaching of generic skills in vocational education settings, we conducted
fleld studies of vocational classrooms. Several questions guided the conduct of the fisldwork:

o What types of generic skills are taught in vocational education programs?

o What methods do teachers employ to teach generic skills?

o How does the instructional context—i.e., teachers, students, administrative factors—
affect the teaching of generic skills?

Our analytic approach combined ethnographic, case-study, and cognitive science methods,
which we describe below.

SITE SELECTION

Since our first objective was to observe the types of generic skills taught in vocational
education programs, we began by identifying workplace-oriented programs and teachers who
purportedly taught theee skills. We employed a srowballing or chain-sampling strategy to
locate potential sites (cf. Patton, 1980). We began by contacting vocational educstion experts
at a local university and administrators from adult schools, Regional Occupational Programs
(ROPs), and school districts in the greater Los Angeles area. We discussed our definition of
goneric skills with these informants and asked them to identify programs or teachers who
taught them. Although none of our contacts, including the teachers we subsequently inter-
viewsd, used the term “generic skills,” they all understood the concept and were able to recom-
mend several potential sites in the local area or in other states. From this list we selected
several technical and nontechnical programs or classes for an initial visit. We targeted both
types to determine the translatability of our construct across different programs and occupa-
tional domains.

Preliminary visits were made to four classrooms with different institutional arrangements:
a junior high school metal shop, a high school interior design class, an aircraft maintenance
class, and an evening computer-skills class. During these visits, three or four project staff
members observed classroom instruction, discuseed teaching and learning generic skills with
the teacher, and informally conversed with students. Project staff members submitted written
reporta of their observations and discussed the merits of each site with respect to the needs of
the research study.

We observed what we considered the teaching of generic skills in all of these classrooms,
and selected one—the high school interic~ design clase—for further intensive study. This class
seemed an ideal candidate for several reesons. First and foremost, several aspects of the class
we obssrved and the teacher’s plan for the courss highlighted generic skills instruction. For
example, the teacher conducted what she termed a “consensus” exzercise, in which students
were required to make group decisions about fabric selection for & living room designed for a
hypothetical client, justify their decisions on the basis of known facts about certain fabrics, and
provide rationales for their decisions to the group. This exercise gave students practice in
choosing the optimum of a set of plausible alternatives, providing a rationale for a decision,
and negotiating in a group to arrive at a consensus decision. In addition, the major activity in
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the class consisted of a group project in which each group was tasked with designing the inte-
rior of a six-room house. This activity was essentially an ili-defined problem that would
require students to apply the kinds of problem-solving skills that are central to our conceptual
framework. Thus it gave us the opportunity to see how students, as individuals and as a group,
approach this problem and how the teacher organizes instruction and teaching actions to sup-

Second, the teacher was vocal about the importance of teaching generic skills and showed
enthusiasm for our research project. Both she and the students seemed comlortable with our
initial visit, which indicated that the ressarch team would not be overly intrusive to onguing
classroom activities. Finally, this class was administered through an ROP at a local high
school where we had conducted several other studies in the past several years. From this other
ressarch (on the use of an intelligent tutoring system in algebra clasees), we had knowledge of
“traditional” academic instruction, the student body, and the broader crmmunity. We

expected that this prior experience would be useful for understanding important contextual fac-

tors that can influence the success or failure of any instructional program. It also provided a
potentially interesting way to observe differences between academic and vocational instruction
in the same achool.

While our small, nonrandom sample does not permit the statistical inference needed for a
claim of generalizsability of findings, we set methodological conditions to achieve comparability
and translatability. Our sampling strategy, the explicit delineation of generic skills and teach-
ing methods using cognitive science frameworks, and our cross-site analyses for common
instructional themes, support comparability and transiatability and provide the foundation for
comparisons in qualitative and naturalistic research.! Thus, we recognise that while an inten-
sive case analysis can provide rich hypotheses in an exploratory study such as this, the results
may have limited generalisability and will need further verification.

CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS

To gather data relevant to the second and third questions—what methods do teachers
employ to teach generic skills and how does the instructional context (teachers, students,
administrative policies) affect teaching?—we conducted an intensive case study of the interior
design class. We visited the clase 18 times over the course of six weeks and were thus able to
obeerve the class on a regular basis as the groups carried out the class project. That project
involved completing a contemporary interior design for a historical Victorian house. Students
were told to research the original house and the design tradition, draw the house, draft the
floor plan, select furnishings and coordinate colors, and prepare boards to display their pro-
posed design. The majority of students worked in groups of four to six people, although several
students worked individually. Grades were awarded for the project, with the expectation that
while certain tasks would be completed by individual members (e.g., the floor plan and the
drawing), other tasks (e.g., the furnishings selection) would be a group nroduct. The project
grade served as the final exam grade. Students were given siz weeks to complets the project.
The group made decisions about the task assignments, although the teacher made the various
group assignments. _

Ressarch project members submitted a fisld report for each class, which included the fol-
lowing kinds of information: physical layout, students, teaching activities (e.g., lectures,

1Por additional reading in qualitative methodology see Goets and LeCompte (1964) and Lincoin and Guba (1968).
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individual instruction), group activities, and project progress. To provide an in-depth descrip-
tion of the learning context and culture, we used ethnographic methods, including participant
obeervation with project groups, systematic five-minute spot obssrvations among groups, and a
“found objects” assessment (e.g., changes in the physical environment that provide clues about
the learning culture and project progress; cf. Spradley, 1979; Green and Wallat, 1981). Follow-
ing a common notion in sthnomethodological research-—that language tells the social reality,
describes and constitutes it as well—we focused our observations on teacher-student and
student-student interactions (cf. Coulon, 1887). That is, we sought to understand the types of
goneric skills being taught and the teaching methods used by focusing on the interactions tak-
ing place over the six-week project. Staff also met weekly to discuss their obeervations and to
begin to develop a collective picture of the class with respect to teaching and learning generic
skills.

We coded our field notes (as well as the interview data discussed below) with The Ethno-
graph (Seidel, Kjolseth, and Seymour, 1988), a computer-based analytic tool.? Using our con-
ceptual framework and domains derived during obeervations as indexing terms (e.g., learning
environment, teacher practices, lea: 1ving outcomes, dispositions, group work, individual work-
ers), we coded data and used The Ethnograph to sort them throughout the entire data set. Fre-
quently occurring codes, and those ezpected but seemingly absent, were reviewed by the
ressarch team. We sought to understand several issues, including how educational and class-
room norms might be breached in this setting yet still permit learning to proceed.?

ASSESSING THE INSTRUCTIONAL CONTEXT

Finally, we wanted to examine t. ¢ broader instructional context within which generic
skills programs or curricula are taught. In addition to classroom instruction, student, teacher,

mat of vocational programs may differ, for example, for white and minority students (Oakes,
19668). Students in programs viewed as “special,” like thoee fostering generic skills or other
innovative curricula or teaching practices, may be highly selected to ensure program success.
Teaching can be influenced by, for example, teachers’ personal control over their working
environment, workload requirements, peer relationships, and distribution of resources. District

#wﬁ-&:;&m hWhﬁ( by sssigament of codes to sections of text.
text could wmnnﬂ onvironment, teasher practioss,
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level administrator, conducted brief, informal interviews with other classroom teachers and
administrators, interviewed a local employer who hired students from the interior design class,
and administered a student questionnaire. Since it was beyond the scope of this study to
examine the myriad contextual variables that may influence program implementation and out-
comes, we focused our efforts mainly on examining teacher, student, and administrator beliefs
about the importance of generic versus specific skills in the curriculum and how they might
best be taught. Of particular concern were the attitudes and belisfs of all of these actors
toward the importance of lsarning generic skills and their applicability to post-school employ-
ment. We discuss the interview instruments in more detail below. We also examined school or
district policies that affect the program and classroom (e.g., availability of resources, local or
outside funding, links to the business and industrial communities).

Interviews

Our formal interview instruments were designed to carefully assess respondents’ percep-
tions about and experiences with the learning of generic skills and how they viewed key school
and educational policies and teaching practices that potentially influence classroom instruction
and curriculum. Because we were interested in implementation issues and the possible expan-
sion of generic skills instruction within the vocational curriculum, we also asked the teacher
and administrator to speculate about how they thought proposed policy changes might influ-
once their program and classroom. These interviews took place after we had spent some time
in the classroom. In this way we were able to fold our observations into the interview ques-
tions, asking for explanations and insights. During interviews we asked respondents first
about their perceptions, then sought specific examples or probed for contextual issuss known to
make a diffsrence in other vocational education settings.

The administrator interview gathered information on the Regional Occupational Program
that administered this class in this school, and on district-administered vocational and
academic programs. Specific questions covered, for example, budget allocation, curriculum, and
student enrollment and placement. From answers to these questions we learned about voca-
tional educstion’s role within the school and the degree to which vocational education concerns
are isolated or fragmented. Additionally, we asked about teacher selection and evaluation and
the quality of communication with employers.

The design teacher interview focused primarily on classroom and student issues, although
we were also interested in how much the teacher participated in the whole school program. We
saw the interview as the opportunity to learn whether what we interpreted as “different”
teacher behavic® was in fact planned and supported by the teacher’s own personal educational
philosophy. Therefore, we questioned the teacher about classroom norms, assumptions about
students’ ability, the class orientation as vocstional or workplace-related, and the types of

entry-level employment expected as the result of the class.




Student Questionnaire

The student questionnaire was designed to provide information about student coursework,
why students enrolled in the class, how the class fit into their future plans, and their views of
the content of the class. Specifically, we were interested in assessing whether the students per-
ceived as important or useful the generic skills being emphasized in the courss. Having spent a
considerable amount of time in the class before constructing this questionnaire, we had a fair
idea of what the teacher intended as instructional goals. Hence, we designed a series of state-
ments against which students could rate their level of agreement on a scale of 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agres). For example, the statement “It's important to back up your
opinion with facts” relates directly to the teacher's goal that students learn to justify their
design choices. The statement “It's important to learn to work in a group” refers to students’
feelings about group project work. The questionnaire was distributed on the day before the
presentation of final projects. ,
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IV. RESULTS

In this section we address three issues:

o What generic skills and dispositions were taught and learned. Here we are mainly
concerned with the educational content of instruction.

o How learning and teaching procesded. Here we focus on the specific pedagogical tools
and techniques the teacher used to communicate the chosen content.

¢ What factors contributed to the teaching and learning environment. This analysis
steps back to look at the constraints and forces that shaped the teacher’s content as

well as pedagogy.

Our analysis and discussion of the learning and teaching content in the vocational class-
rooms we observed consider, first, the “knowledge goals” embodied in the curriculum—that is,
_the kinds of skills and knowledge the teachers were attempting to help students acquire. The
analysis also considers broad curriculum decisions, such as which aspects of a subject area to
emphasize. Research on teaching (Collins and Stevens, 1982; Leinhardt, 1983; Leinhardt and
Greeno, 1988) and one-on-one tutoring (McArthur, Stass, and Zmuidzinas, 1990; Putnam,
1987) reveals that teachers’ planning, instructional activities, and teaching techniques are orga-
nised around their curriculum goals. We attempt to understand why the teachers believed
these goals important. Next, we specifically examine the teaching and learning of generic
problem-solving skills and dispositions, as defined in Sec. II. Our analysis demonstrates that
although generic skills comprise some of the knowledge and curriculum goals, they were not
necessarily the only skills leamned nor, perhaps, even the most important ones. Dispositions
were given at least equal consideration.

Our analysis of how teaching and learning proceeded includes the techniques the teacher
used to communicate information and make the important lessons and knowledge clear to stu-
dents. We also discuss how the classroom environment was configured to support the learning
of targeted skills, knowledge, and dispositions. Many features we observed do not typically
appear in many academic high school classrooms and, indeed, often pose organisational and
administrative difficulties that those teachers cannot overcome. Much of our analysis of how
the classroom environment was organised to support learning involved discerning how these
features were converted from apparent costs to benefits. In addition, we discuss teacher tech-
niques and other aspects of the environment that appeared to enhance student learning, as well
as behaviors and organisation that appeared counterproductive.

Finally, we discuss why the teaching environment was structured as it was. Rather than
looking at internal classroom factors, this part of the discussion exsmines the external forces
that shaped the classroom or the circumstances that permitted the teacher to create the desired
environment. We include here a discussion of how workplace demands, the constraints of the
Regional Occupational Program, and the teacher’s educational philosophy affected the interior
design class.

The analysis is primarily, but not exclusively, descriptive. In most cases we will discuse
the teacher’s knowledge goals and techniques with minimal commentary on their real impact
on student learning, since we have little data that bear cn this issus. In many cases our
evaluative or prescriptive views are implicitly positive. For example, the teacher techniques for
eonmmn(tho‘chm”thntmwhmnmdonuwrhdonpm:ppmwbopmﬂy

an
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creative solutions to difficult teaching problems. However, in some cases we do make explicit
evaluative comments. These usually refer to costs associated with a teaching decision—which
may or may not have been anticipated by the teacher—and alternative teaching choices that
were not selected but may have had important advantages.

As we described in Sec. III, we made observations in four classrooms. Results and exam-
ples reported below are derived primarily from the interior design class (the subject of our
intensive study) and the metal shop class, but they include observations from the other classes
as well.

KNOWLEDGE GOALS: WHAT WAS TAUGHT AND LEARNED

To understand the educational content of the classrooms, we must look at the knowledge
goals in the classrooms—the particular kinds of information, beliefs, or skills the teachers
wanted students to learn. The first few observations focus on specific kinds of generic skills
we observed being taught. These included domain-specific goals (e.g., knowledge of different
types of fabric and their characteristics) as well as domain-independent skills. Here, of course,
we focus on the latter type and provide examples from different classrooms. We also mentioa
some important content the teachers did not want students to learn. Finally, we examine how
teachers attempt to impart several important dispositions and attitudes.

1. Generic Problem-solving Skills

The teachers we observed had been chosen for study because of their interest in teaching
goneric skills in addition to, or in place of, subject-specific skills. We therefore expected to see
the teaching of some of the complex reasoning skills mentioned in Sec. II. The following sub-
sections discuse the main generic skills in this category that were taught.

1a. Repair skills and learning from errors. Teachers encouraged students to try
out different ideas without fear of failure.

EXAMPLE: Mr. Smith,! the teacher of junior high metal shop, said he thinks kids learn
from mistakes “because they don’t remember when they get it right.” Mistakes, he
claimed, serve to focus their efforts, and when they correct a mistake, they will remember
what they did. His behavior was very consistent with his view. A student might ask him
how to do X (e.g., cut a hammerhead); Mr. Smith will not tell the student how to do X,
but challenges him or her to figure it out. The student will go away and try it. Mr.
Smith monitors the student’s progress, but does not interrupt until the student has made
a mistake that he or she cannot recover from.

Students learn from errors only if they are wiiling to try ideas that may result in mis-
takes. Hence learning from errors as a generic skill is obviously very related to a disposition
for boldness in decision making. Bold decision makers are willing to accept the negative conse-
quences of their choices, and more important, they possess the skills to fix them. Later we dis-
cuss “boldness in decision making” as well as more general interrelationships between disposi-
tions and skills.

1b. Skills for dealing with autheatic problems. The classroom environments
defined by the student projects gave rise to situations in which several kinds of important

T0 ensure ancaymity, teachers and students have been given pssudonyms.
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generic skills could naturally be learned. In the case of learning from errors, the teachers fre-
quently provided active coaching and support for learning. With the following skills, however,
teachers generally did not provide active coaching but instead structured the physical environ-
ment (in ways we elaborate below) so that students had an opportunity to learn the skills or, at
least, to be exposed to them.

o Analysis of problam and generation of solution paths. These two categories appeared as
we saw students define their own problems and solution space. For example, teams
had to identify the criteria for project completion, determine how to get there, assess
whether any team members had special skills that could be used effectively (e.g., artis-
tic talent), and determine the whereabouts of needed information.

o Euvaluation of (partial) solution paths, or monitoring as you go. Students had to deter-
mine, for example, how to best use their resources to complete somse project require-
ment and what criteria to use to signal its completion. Since students were not given
deadlines for completing some projects or parts of projects, this required them to orga-
nize their own goals and monitor their progress over relatively long periods of time—
often several weeks. Therefore, students were given opportunities to learn important
planning skills. :

o Generation of solution paths and repair. Students had the opportunity to deal with
multiple posaible solutions. None of the projects given students had a single (or even
finite number) of well-defined “correct” solutions. There were many ways of designing
a bouse or building a hammer that would “satisfice.” Students thus had opportunities
to deal with problems for which there was no single optimal solution, and to change
direction if a chosen solution path did not work out.

2. Deemphasis on Subject-specific Skills

Since we chose to observe teachers who emphasized teaching generic skills, it is not
surprising that subject-specific skills in two classrooms (interior design and metal shop) were
often downplayed in fevor of generic skills.

EXAMPLE: Mr. Smith lets students file metal in technically inferior ways—using both
forward and backward strokes—instead of demanding correct filing (forward only). He is
aware of this problem but believes it is a small price to pay when giving them the oppor-
tunity to learn and perform independently.

Mr. Smith consistently emphasised to students that how a goal was accomplished was
relatively unimportant, as there were always many ways to solve a problem. Hence he placed
relatively little emphasis on specific procedures, except when safety demanded particular use of
a tool.

Ms. Adams, on the other hand, valued subject-specific skills more highly than did Mr.
Smith, and she lectured more frequently in her interior design class. But she spent even more
time coaching students in generic skills than on lecturing, which was consistent with her belief
that they would be more important in students’ future jobs. For example, Ms. Adams gave
very detailed lectures on fabrics but did not test students’ retention of this material. Almost
all of a student’s grade depended on her evaluation of the class project.
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3. Deemphasis on All Students’ Reaching a Uniform Level of Performance
on Well-defined Sets of Skills

In many academic high school classes, students are required to learn a single, rolatively
well-defined set of skills or knowledge. Students’ grades are generally determined by their per-
formance on tests that all the students take. Many schools also administer district- or state-
mandated standardised achisvement tests, or they may messure their effectivenses by student
performance on Scholastic Aptitude Tests or the like. Unfortunately, teachers often thus gear
their instruction to these tests, which can seriously limit teaching and curricular innovation
(0.g, Korets, 1988). Neither Mr. Smith nor Ms. Adams graded in this way. They judged stu-
dents on the basis of their performance on class projects, and this permitted teachers to per-
sonalize asssssment.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams permitted at least two kinds of nonuniformity in assessment:
(1) On projects, students could choose the tasks that they wanted to do from the set of
tasks that made up the whole. This allowed a student with little artistic ability, for
example, to do background research as his contribution to the group project. (2) Stu-
dents’ grades depended less on the excellence of their results (project) than on the
teacher’s estimate of how far they had come during the semester. We noted that several

students with only average-quality projects received relatively high grades.

This desmphasis on uniform skills is perhape consistent with the desmphasis on domain-
specific skills. That is, well-defined, subject-specific skills were in part replaced by relatively
“ill-defined” knowiedge that falls outside the standard subject curriculum. The teachers
exploited the flexibility this ambiguity implies to tailor their evaluation of students.

The decision to personalize evaluation can also be viewsd as a natural response to student
diversity in vocational clasess, be it ethnic, racial, experiential, or academic. However, it is
important to note that to these teachers, different standards of evaluation did not mean lower
standards for some students. The teachers simply required students who were not strong in
one area to show excellence in another.

EXAMPLE: A student was placed in Ms. Adams’s class fresh out of drug rehabilitation.
Ma. Adams noted over time that his reading, writing, and spelling skills were too poorly
developed to allow him to express his understandiug oi and ideas about interior design,
and his exam score suffered. In order to challenge his aitistic talent and evaluate his
growth in the class, she assigned a difficuit architectural drawing. He did a fine job on
the project and was quite proud of the resuit. Nuw more willing to accept his talent, the
student found steady employment at a wallpaper store.

This type of individuslised evaluation seems suited to the realities of the workplace.
Many jobs involve several kinds of skills, and few people show uniform performance overall
For example, one secretary may be skilled at scheduling meetings or doing administrative
tasks, while another is better at composing letters and editing manuscripts. Overall, each may
be a good and efficient secretary, but each has a different profile of strengths and weaknessss.

4. Emphasis on Acquiring Generally Useful Attitudes and Work Habits

Becsuse subject-specific knowledge was desmphasised in these vocational classes, perhaps
the main focus was the learning of what we refer to in our conceptual framework as disposi-
tions. Teachers emphasized many dispositions or attitudes aimed at encouraging students to
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become independent problem aclvar, taking advantage of the privileges of this independence
and also fulfilling the responsibilities it implies. Below we list a representative set of the
specific attitudes the teachers emphasized.

4a. Ability to make decisions. As we discuss below, teachers structured projects so
that each student, and each project team, was forced to make decisions about what to do and
how to do it. In contrast with a traditional mathematics class, for example, where students
have well-defined problems to solve and well-defined routes to determine the correctness of
their solutions (ask the teacher, look at the answers in the back of the book), students in these
classrooms generally had to define their own problems, find their own tools for solving the
problems, and judge their own solutions.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams’s interior design class project involved decorating six rooms in a
houss. While some aspects of the project were constrained (e.g., & board showing the

design of each room had to be completed, showing carpeting, wallpaper, etc.), she delib-
erately underconstrained the task to encourage students to “think creatively.”

This emphasis on students making their own decisions extended beyond global structur-
ing of the course to very local interactions with students.

EXAMPLE: When a girl cannot get her hammerhead out of a vice (even with the help of
a couple of other girls), Mr. Smith doss not go over and do it for her. Rather, he asks her
what she would do if he weren'’t around, thereby making the student find her own solu-
tion. She requests help from one of the buys, who frees the hammer.

EXAMPLE: A student asks Ms. Adams about chinty (a flower-designed pattern). He
shows her a peach-colored sample of wallpaper and asks, “Do you like that?” As. Adams:
Does it look okay to you? Student: I gusss you can't give a tachnical answer to that, can
you . . . it's like me asking you what to write. Ms. Adams: It's not important if “I would
personally go with it." What's important is would it be wise. As a rule a designer goes
with something different. That's why people pay you.

4b. Taking respoasibility for your own decisions; devaluing appeals to author-
ity. As the above example shows, teachers consistently deflected requests for information and
help when they knew students could solve the problem themselves. More generally, they
emphasised that the studants could not rely on the teacher’s suthority as a crutch or as a
means of getting easy answers and simplifying their problem solving. According to the teach-
ors, this illustrated for the students the other side of independence: You not only get to make
your own decisions, but you have to implement them and stand by them. A consistent message
to the studsnts was that they were responsible.

EXAMPLE: A student comes to Mr. Smith and asks how to cut the wedge o=i of her
hammer. He engages the student in a dialogue about this but will not answer directly.
He challenges ber to “use your brain” or “figure it out yourself.® He is careful not to
frustrate her (often this is what he used his humor for), but still he gives her no informa-
tion. His action has the desired effect. She thinks for a bit, looks at what other students
are doing, and sees that a saw will do the trick.

One interesting consequence of the teacher’s withdrawal of suthority and assistance was
that students were forced to learn to help one another and develop some cooperative skills. In
the example sbove, the teccher also inadvertently teaches a technique that the student can use
to solve problems: search for cluss in the environment.
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40. Boldness in decision making. Teachers recognized that many students are very
reluctant to make significant decisions, and they countered this tendency by encouraging stu-
dents to be “bold.”

EXAMPLE: Bob shows Ms. Adams a wallpaper sample in beige. Ms. Adams looks at it
and asks Bob if he can’t “come up with something less safe.” Bob, looking pussled, asks
what is wrong with beige. Ms. Adams turns the question around, but Bob cannot
respond. She explains that beige is not a design challenge: “There is nothing to do with
it. You can’t make a mistake with it.” -

Stressing boldness in decision making reflected the teachers’ concern that many clase-
room experiences teach students to fear “standing up for themselves.” From an interview with
Mas. Adams:

Ms. Adams: If I had spoon-fed the kids, it would have defeated the whole purpose of the
project; they would have never shifted gears. They were frustrated when they didn’t get
the answer, but they learned that it's okay for them to have an opinion as long as it's
backed by a rationale. ... Liking something is not enough. When you don’t give your
opinion you give away your power—classes usually teach kids to fesr standing up for
themselves. Interviewer (paraphrasing Ms. Adams): School beats powsr out of the stu-
dent? Ms. Adams (chuckling): Hey, that sounds like something I might say . .. you're
right, and it's a rude awakening. Where do students get a class in it? ... ] try to teach
them “don’t be afraid to be bold.”

As the above example indicates, part of the resson teachers stressed dispositions (as
opposed to generic or domain-specific skills) was their belief that at least some of the impor-
tant lessons their students needed to learn had little to do with traditional classroom teaching.
Our cbesrvations indicated that teachers felt genuine concern that students often had low self-
esteem, and they believed that part of their responsibility was to deal with motivational and
affective problems as well as cognitive ones. Aware that their students had very urgent prob-
lems to confront in their lives, teachers thought they ought to provide students with valuss and
broad attitudes with which to tackle these problems. Further eviaince of the teachers’ concern
with this knowledge goal comes from interviews. Both Mr. Smith and Ms. Adams displayed
great knowledge of their studsnts’ lives and problems outside school. They were clearly con-
cerned with each student’s general state of well-being, not just his or her intellectual advance-
ment. In general, many of the teachers’ knowledge goals for students can be understood only
from this perspective.

4d. Learning the parameters of workplace situations. The teachers also made
efforts to help students appreciate the contingencies of the world outside school. Teachers
deliberately attempted to make the classroom environment closer to the authentic work
environments in which these students will eventually find themselves. By the same token,
they were aware of the artificial aspects of typical classroom environments.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams noted several ways she sees typical classroom environments not
setting up realistic problem-solving situations. These included structuring situations in
which (1) there is usually one and only one “right answer,” (2) the teacher is the main or
sols source of information as well as judger of performance, and (3) there is a single,
well-defined set of skils that all students must learn. Ms. Adams indicated that she
attempted to structure classroom tasks so that many solutions were possible. Thus stu-
dents would, within reason, develop their own standards by which to judge products and
learn that various kinds of skills could be rewarded with good grades.
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In making the classroom a relatively authentic experience, the teachers did not shy away
from exposing students to some of the harder realities of the workplace. For example, if stu-
dents complained about deadlines, they were often reminded that in the workplace a missed
deadline has serious consequences.

EXAMPLE: In Ms. Adams’s class, as the doadline for project completion nears, she is
met with complaints that students did not know ahout some deliverable, or could not find
the materials necessary to complete their work. Ms. Adams responds, “Do what you can
at this point. That’s all you can do.” She mentions that this is what happens in the real
world of design, too.

The following example also demonstrates how Ms. Adams has at least an intuitive under-
standing of Weiner’s (1986) attributional theory of motivation. According to this theory, stu-
dents who attribute prior success to stable factors (e.g., high ability or an easy task) should
bold higher achievement expectations than students who stress unstable factors (e.g., high
effort or good luck). Ms. Adams wants to discourage “bad luck” as a reason for poor perfor-
mance.

EXAMPLE: When told that a floor plan is missing, Ms. Adams will first ask the stu-
dent, “How long has it been missing?” If it has been lost longer than a few days, she will
not accept the excuse because the student made a conscious choice not to take care of the
problem. She reasons that when one is in business and something comes up missing, the
customer or boss is not going to accept a bad-luck story. She tries to stop this type of
habit because it becomes a lot easier to “use” bad luck as an excuse the second time
around.

We classify the teachers’ lessons about the wurkplace as dispositions since, in most cases,
the lessons stopped short of training students in specific skills they might require to carry
them out. Rather, the focus appeared to be more on giving students an appreciation of the
contingencies and constraints they could expect to encounter and on inculcating the broad
habits that would be necessary to deal with workplace problems.

4¢. Emphasizing ends over means. An attitude related to simulating workplace
situations in the classroom involved the distinction between the end result of a task and the
process one uses to get there.

EXAMPLE: In an interview, Mr. Smith espoused a strong belief in “function over form.”
He related his experience in the lsrasli army, where, as an air force mechanic, he was
often forced to fix aircraft using tools and parts that had to be mads impromptu to fit the
required functionality. This was consistent with his stated philosophy of education: the
main issue is the final product—either it works or it dossn’t—and students can use what-
ever means necessary, 88 long as it works. His belief was also consistent with his class-
room behavior Mr. Smith did not watch students closely to see how they were cutting
their hammasirads or drilling their holes, except in a few cases where a student was
doing something dangerous. But when students showed him what they had dons, he was

quick to judge whether the quality was adequate. :

4f. Encouraging questioning of authority. In stressing ends over means, the teach-
ors were communicating to students that there are often muitiple ways of solving problems,
and that it is frequently counterproductive to adhere unquestioningly to many “rules of
behavior.” This attitude clearly extended to their own behavior (a fact that was not miseed by
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the students). Neither Ms. Adams nor Mr. Smith held school bureaucracy in great respect, nor
did they always follow school procedure.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams noted that the schor.! committees studying the improvement of
teaching skills are ill advised because “committess, (and] the school board are about talk-
ing, not actions. Teachers need to stop studying problems and start doing ... I come
from an industry that must do, not just talk.”

Both teachers challenged school norms but found ways to participate in school activities
and yet remain autonomous. They both felt that “correct form” impeded useful functioning in
their classrooms. In short, they had adopted the attitude of questioning authority and norms,
and through their behavior, they encourage the same in their students. One student challenged
authority as follows:

EXAMPLE: A Chicano student had no use for the assignment to design a six-room Vic-
torian house for his final project, and declared that he would design a one-bedroom house
for a “poor Mexican family.” This change in plan meant, of course, that his project work
would be significantly reduced. Ms. Adams did not object outright, as she accepted his
message that history, for him, meant “Mezican.” In an effort to push him to do an
equally complicated project, she said, “Hey, get with it! Design it for a rich Chicano who

made it in the barrio . . . who wants a real classy place to live and enjoy his money.” The

student switched gears and, by the completion of the project, had discarded all his initial
selections and replaced them with more sophisticated designs in the Southwestern tradi-
tion.

Teachers encouraged a questioning attitude in the classroom, while fostering project prog-
ress and learning. Classroom management was a balance between respect for students on the
one hand and control over the classroom on the other.

EXAMPLE: In her interview Ms. Adams commented that “classrooms that are bound
and determined that academic achisvement will take place” do not offer an environment
where students are “required to take responsibility for choices because the right answer is
what they [teachers] look for. But what happens when the right answer changed and it
wasn't in the textbook and the teacher didn't know it because the teacher stopped learn-
ing? Thess kids are smart, and some days they have the answer and you don't.” She
then added emphatically, “My classroom is not a democracy and kids know it. I've got to
have some control over these tough characters.”

EXAMPLE: Mr. Smith calls himeelf a dictator in his classroom, and he is, when it
comes to the quality of his students’ work. Otherwise, the shop has a highly social atmo-
lphnnwlthalotoljokin‘lndmovln(m“lmdmhmkonindividmlpm He
also speaks of “scratching your boss’s back.” He wants his students to carefully pick their
battles with authority.

8. Cooperative Skills

Several factors conspired to make cooperative skills important in the classrooms. First,
thmprojmmmAdlm'lclnonqumdMnutoworkW. Cooperation was
cxpﬂdtlyunedonodmddinund.uﬂuthum'eonumpm' This denoted a pro-
eodzmwhmbythomxdontmad.adochbn(o.g..uhctiuhbﬂe)byoﬂoﬁulcholumdat
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least one reason to justify that choice (the rationale). Other students were required to respond
to the choice and debate it in terms of the offered rationale. Ms. Adams described consensus
process in considerable detail at the beginning of the course, although later in the semester she
did not focus on it explicitly.

EXAMPLE: Karen, a student with several leadership positions in school, did not want to
work with a group that had chosen another leader. For a while she stopped coming to
class, and then she participated in group decision making reluctantly (she did not like her
group’s choices, either). Karen admitted that she was angry because she did not know
how to be part of a group and not lead. After a while, bothered that she was letting the
group down, she decided to get involved again. In the end, she felt she had made a con-
tribution and that the final project was good. Although she was fully aware of this situa-
tion, Ms. Adams did not intervene except to let Karen know that she expected her parti-
cipation. According to Ms. Adams, this is how she forces students to take responsibility
for their own actions. For Ms. Adams, this was a particularly important lesson for the
workplace: “What happens when Karen is at a negotiating table and things aren’t going
her way? ... If she walks, she’s gone. Now, wasn't that a wonderful lesson to learn at
177"

By contrast, Mr. Smith rarely called explicitly for cooperation, as projects in his class
were carried out individually. However, as we noted above, we obeerved considerable coopera-
tion arising out of Mr. Smith's insistence that the students use the environment to solve their
problems, rather than relying on his authority and expertise. In addition, as we discuse later
on, Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith both employed master-apprentice teaching styles that engen-
dered cooperation.

Summary: Relationships between Generic Skills and Dispositions

To summarize, our analysis identified several kinds of generic skills that were the focus of
teaching. However, the teaching of thess ressoning skills was more implicit than explicit. For
example, Ms. Adams’s project-centered curriculum structure provided an ideal forum for teach-
ing students about a broad range of generic skills, such as subgoal decomposition, hypothesis
generation and testing, and 80 on. But instead of explicitly teaching the steps of a problem-
solving process, she structured the environment to induce students to use them. How she
acoomplished this, and the implications of this approach for learning, are discussed in the sec-
tions that follow.

In addition, we found that teschers emphasised dispositions—attitudes and general work
habits or ethics—over complex reasoning skills or domain-specific sitills. Furthermore, the
dispositions and attitudes we observed are related in interesting ways to generic skills. In gen-
oral, we can think of the sttitudes as general cognitive dispositions to act. For example, the
attitude of “think for yourself” or “use your brain® is essentially an exhortation to marshal
one's cognitive and affective resources in the service of a problem or goal. Dispositions, there-
fore, do not take the place of generic problem-solving skills. For example, when you have
decided to allocate resources to solve a problem, you still need to invoke skills that will, say,
decompose your main goals. Without such basic attitudes, however, & student may never be in
a position to attempt to exercise or learn important problem-solving skills. If a student does
not believe he is responsible for solving a problem, he will often do the minimum amount pos-
sible to deal with it. In such cases, students’ “mindless” approaches to problems may subvert
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attempts to teach them useful problem-solving skills. In some sense, then, having the produc-
tive attitudes discussed here is prerequisite to learning and using many other generic skills.
We believe that in many cases our teachers, recognizing that their students lacked these basic
attitudes, focused on imparting them rather than teaching more sophisticated reasoning skills.
Interestingly, this conclusion appears consistent with several studies in which employers were
interviewed about desirable employee traits (e.g., Bruwn, 1988; Carnevale, Gainer, and Meltzer,
1968; Michigan Employability Skills Task Force, 1988). While subject-specific and complex
reasoning skills were high on the lists, attitudes and work habits (e.g., an ability to show up for
work on time) were equally stressed.

HOW THE CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENTS SUPPORTED LEARNING

In this section we look more at the how of learning than the wha’. Instead of examining
the content of the knowledge communicated, we discuss some of the factors that might have
contributed to the success of the classrooms as learning environments. In examining these fac-
tors we do not restrict ourselves to only the teachers’ techniques for conveying major lessons.
While such techniques are important, we also examine the physical and social structure of the
classroom. Our view is that the teacher is just one of several tools in the classroom environ-
ment that can support learning.

Our analysis of the factors contributing to learning is more formative than our assess-
ment of generic skills and attitudes being taught. To understand the knowledge that was the
focus of learning and teaching we were able to rely on an extensive literature in cognitive sci-
ence. That work provided a theory that describes relatively igorously the structure of some
generic skills, yielding a list of features we could expect to see in the field. However, with few
exceptions, there is no similar, broad theory of how environments can be configured to support
the learning of such skills,. The work of Collins, Brown, and Newman (1889) on cognitive
apprenticeship provided a main theoretical foothold for our analysis.

Wae divide the discussion of classroom environments into several different categories.

¢ Features of the curriculum, course content, and the classroom.

o Teaching policy: overall properties of the teacher’s approach to teaching in the class-
room.

o Teaching techniques: more specific techniques used by the teacher to further his or
her knowledge goals for the students.

We discuss each category below, first describing our observations, then speculating on
how each supported the knowledge goals delineated in the previous section.

Features of the Curriculum and Classroom

1. Project-based. The dominant feature of the classes was that students learned while
doing projects. In the vocabulary of Collins, Brown, and Newman (1989), learning was
“situated.” In Ms. Adams’s class, for example, students worked in groups of three to five on a
single project that lasted approxzimstely six weeks. In Mr. Smith's class, projects were individ-
ual, and several (up to five or siz) were completed in a semester. Although both teachers pro-
vided lectures and demonstrations (where all students watched the teacher perform some task),
these activities accounted for a ralatively small percentage of classroom time and were always
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given in the context of information needed by the students to complete projects. In both
classes, grades were determined almost exclusively by performance on the projecta.

Several features of the projects are worthy of note. First, the tasks appeared to have
some authenticity. In Mr. Smith's class, a project’s authenticity was guaranteed by the fact
that, when complete, it resulted in a usable object (e.g., a hammer). Since students were free
to choose their projects (within limits), they could plan to build artifacts that were potentially
valuable for them. In Ms. Adama’s class, authenticity derived from her personal interest in
interior design. As a working professional in that fleld, she attempted to structure student
projects to resemble, at least in form, the sort of project actually produced in professional inte-
rior design firms.

EXAMPLE: At the completion of the project, students were required to present their
work. In preparation for this presentation, Ms. Adams modeled how presentation boards
/(eonuinln; selections of materials for each room) should be designed. She explained that
such presentations were crucial in selling the client. In addition, students were required
to prepare project budgets and telephone manufacturing firms to get actual prices.

Ms. Adams also frequently used “war stories” to teach students a particular lesson or
communicate about the project. For example, she explained why linen drapes are a poor choice
by relating a story about a client who had insisted that she use linen for the drapes. This
choice proved disastrous, because linen reacts to humidity: when it was damp the drapes
sagged and lost their pleats, when dry they shrank and wrinkled. War storise—the anecdotal
retelling of experiences to one’s associates on the job—have been shownr to be a very effective
means for teaching and learning diagnostic skills in a community of workers (e.g., Orr, 1086).

Second, perhape partly because of their authenticity, the projects generally sppeared to be
intrinsically motivating. Overall, students were on-task a high percentage of the time. In Mr.
Smith's class this was uniformly true. In Ms, Adams'’s class, at the outset students were not
fully engaged with the task and often attempted to look busy without working. By the end of
the project, virtually all the students seemed heavily involved.

Relationship to knowledge goals. The fact that the projects were motivating to students
generally insured a high time-on-task, so most students were exposed to many potential learn-
ing experiences. The relative authenticity of the projects meant that the students were in
learning vnvironments whose lessons were possibly valusble. The use of an authentic task
clearly reflected the teacher belief that exposing students to practical work lessons is essential.

Designing the projects to last for fairly long periods permitted students to be exposed to
problem-solving challenges that students in many classrooms rarely see. In academic clasees,
for example, typical student tasks begin and end in a relatively short time (less than an hour in
math clasees, perhape a few days in classes such as history). Consequently, students are rarely
required to manage their own time or decide how to organize or decomposs large goals into
subtasks. In addition, although many academic classss give students opportunities to
coopetate, the period is typically too short to be of much instructional value; the cooperative
skills we saw in the vocstional classes generally did not develop to an effective level until after
several weeks of interaction. It is interesting to note that projects in the workplace very often
extend for weeks or months. Most classroom experiences do not prepare students for the
problem-solving challenges posed by such long-term activities.

Authenticity was also derived from a reliance on workplace norms associated with project
progress and completion. Initially, we observed more socialising going on in the classroom
than one expects and thought that project progress might be suffering. But from our



asssssment of the physical changes in the environment (i.e., the “found objects”) over time, we
learned that projects were progressing much further than we had thought. The room became
progressively messier as students involved themselves in solution generation and repair.

EXAMPLE: During the project’s fifth week we obeerved side desks covered with rolls of
paper, primarily discards with various shapes—squares, rectangies—cut and removed. We
counted ten such discards, left from students’ work on composing boards. Wallpaper
books were open to samples. Samples were cut from design magasines. The east wall of
tables was littered with seven T-squares, three sets of boards (two used and crudely cut,
the third new), a box of uncut boards, and a box of tile samples with seven of 24 remain-
ing. The bookcase of wallpaper and design books was no longer organized, as students
selected materials coritinually.  The multidrawer storage cabinet for finished products was
three-quarters full; two weeks before it had been empty.

Project work in the workplace has similar dynamics. Socializing goes on until the very
last minute, when the deadline crunch is near. Solution genersiion and repair is manifested in
mock-ups, draft reports, paper piles, and messy offices. In Ms. Adams’s class, evidence of this
trial-and-error period could be seen in the mock display boards using plain paper and the mul-
tiple drawings of floor plans and elevations showing various degrees of detail and accuracy.

Just as a seesoned manager knows just the right criteria by which to judge project prog-
ress, Ms. Adams monitored progress by the types of questions students asked. She character-
ized certain types of queries as “first-week” questions: “What do I do next?” “Where can I
find a pencil and tape?” She could see progress when students began to ask questions indicat-
ing their active involvement with problem solving: “Does this sketch need more shading?”
“Does this mirror work as a focal point?” While Ms. Adams’s approach to monitoring and her
adult treatment of students gave the appearance of a “hands-off” teacher, the classroom also
took on a decidedly workplace orientation akin to one in which expectations sbout a project’s
completion guide a manager's communications to, monitoring of, and intervention with adult
workers.

3. Freedom in organising projects. The way the projects were organized appeared at
least as important as the project content in contributing to student learning. In these class-
rooms, we observed a high degres of student choice at many levels.

o Choice of projects. In Ms. Adamas's class, projects were underdefined. While all groups
were required to decorate six rooms of a house, the house itself was open to choice, as
was the design of each room. In Mr. Smith's class, each project had a well-defined
product, but the choice of product was up to the student.

o No intermediate milestones. Especially in Ms. Adamas’s class, once students understood
the basic deliverables of the project, they were given relatively little aid in decompos-
ing this large goal into manageabl. subgoals. This often led to floundering. But it
also forced students to manage their own time and make decisions about how to orga-
nise or decomposs large tasks.

o Students did not procesd lockstep. Students had surprising autonomy while working on
projects. This is partly a consequence of the lack of structure that resulted from hav-
ing no intermediate milestonss. To further encourage students to work at their own
pace, the teschers physically structured the class so that students generally knew
where the required tools were and how to use them (e.g., Mr. Smith trained students to
use all the important power tools at the beginning of the semester). In this way the
teachers further relinquished local control on student actions, in strong contrast to the
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typical practice of providing access to materials and tools through the teacher, which is
a natural way to regulate and synchronize student behavior. The relaxation of teacher
control also allowed, among other things, free student movement around the classroom
as well as other behaviors that gave the appearance of disorder and gensral chaos.
However, teachers apparently felt the benefits accompanying the disorder outweighed
its costs.

o Teachers resisted intervention. Surprisingly, teachers spent little time circulating and
judging student progress. Ms. Adams, for ezample, even at the beginning of the proj-
oct when students were floundering the most, generally stayed at her desk (at the front
of the class) and commented only when students asked questions. As previously dis-
cussed, the fact that teachers did not intervens did not mean they were not monitoring
studentas.

o Students performed different tasks and learned different shills. Not only were students
permitted to proceed at their own pace on projects, but, at least in Ms. Adams's class,
they were not required to learn uniform skills. Each project required the completion of
several tasks involving very different skills (e.g., doing a history of an architectural
period, drawing the house elevation, selecting fabrics for rooms). Members of each
group could negotiate to determine who would do each task. Hence, within limits, stu-
dents could select tasks that appealed to them or for which they had talent.

o Freedom from typical classroom rules. Consistent with their belief that school con-
straints are often unnatural, teachers implicitly structured their classrooms so that at
least some of the conventions of normal classrooms were abandoned. As we mentioned
earlier, both Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith were skeptical of classroom rules designed to
maintain order (e.g., students remaining quiet and seated). Ms. Adams consciously
permitted a considerable amount of fraternizing and off-project activity in her class.
This fresdom was curtailed only when group members abused the privilege by falling
behind in their work. In general, students were permitted to talk freely and move
about the classroom as they wished.

Relationship to knowledge goals. The way the teachers structured projects is consistent
with the goals set out in the previous section. In many respects, the freedom given students to
organize their projects reflects the realities of the workplace. In addition, it is consistent with
teachers’ interest in having students make their own decisions and take responsibility for those
decisions. For Ms. Adams, at least, this conviction goes further. One of her main knowledge
goals was to help students learn to be bold in decision making or to be creative. Central to her
model of how to engender creativity was to put minimal constraints on students’ thinking.

While organising projects in an unconstrained fashion is consistent with imparting cer-
tain important skills and attitudes, it has potential drawbecks. In particular, in both class-
rooms we observed behavior that bordered on chaos and floundering. In giving students the
freedom to organize their activities there is a real danger that they will diseolvs into disorgani-
zation. Below we discuse some of the techniques the teachers used to prevent this, and we also
discuss what happened when they failed to prevent it.

The Role of Teacher Policies

The teachers had several broad rules of thumb or policies that seemed to govern in a glo-
bal way how they informed and interacted with students. These policies often complemenied
features of the projects and helped to enhance the value of the projects in supporting learning.
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1. Teacher and student on an “equal” footing. Many obesrvations suggested that
teachers strove to interact with students “on their level,” or perhape to elevate students to the
teacher's level. This was most easily seen in the casual friendliness and respectfulness of
teacher-student interactions. For example, Mr. Smith’s students often called him by his last
name only; Ms. Adams and her students frequently spent the minutes before and after class in
social conversation. Ms. Adams’s rapport with her students was evident during our interview
with her at the end of the semester—several students stopped by to get their grades, discuss
problems they wery having with other teachers, and chat about the senior class party. The
existence of this conunon level was clearly understood explicitly by the teachers, and perhape
more implicitly by the students. Our discussions with students revecled that they sensed
genuine caring and respect from the teachers. Ms. Adams, for example, is aware, and
chagrined, that many teachers have a low opinion of their students. In contrast, her view is
very positive:

There are many issues outside of teaching that are important in the school. I am just amaszed

at the problems these kids have whils they are still taking classes. And they pull it off. How

can you look down on these kids when they.do all of that? Could you do it? I couldn’t when
I was that age.

Relationship to knowledge goals. Our observations suggest this common level served
several important functions. Most obviously, it improved student-teacher relationships. Gen-
erally, teachers find it easier to teach students who like and admire ther and who feel that the
respect is mutual. Second, it is consistent with the teachers’ attempta to disengage the clase-
room from usual academic conventions. Among these conventions is a view that students are
in some sense inferior to teachers, at least in knowledge and experience. Third, the common-
level approach is consistent with the teachers’ attempts to reduce their authority (at least with
respect to providing the sole standard of judgment) and to instill students with a sense of
independence. Finally, the positive relationship between students and teacher provided an
environment in which students could make decisions without fear of failure, as we elaborate
below.

2. Master-apprentice relationship more than student-teacher. Broadly, the kind
of relationship we observed arising between student and teacher was neither the usual
student-teacher relationship nor a strictly collegial one. Rather, in some respects it resembied
the roles of master and apprentice.? The teacher was regarded as the expert or “model” practi-
tioner of the craft, and he or she also possessed a greater associated factual knowledge and
skill. On the other hand, the student had a limited knowledge of facts and skill but was
increasing both continually.

Both Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith were competent lecturers but placed littls emphasis on
this way of communicating information. Mr. Smith’s lectures were usually quite brisf, and
they appeared to be the least interesting part of each class for both teacher and students. He
explained that lectures were kept brief because they usually involved demonstrating procedures.
Ideally, such lectures came just before students were ready to use the procedures. However,
since Mr. Smith’s students did not progress in unison, many students forgot the lectured infor-
mation by the time it was needed.
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One-on-one tutoring or master-apprentice interactions were the main methods by which
teachers distributed information and shaped the students’ progress. While a considerable
amount of Ms. Adams’s class time was spent at her desk at the front of the class, she would
also circulate and interact at least once with every group. When students were still at the
novice level, typically during the early stages of the project, her interactions might be either
motivational or managerial in intent.

EXAMPLE: Dave, a second-semester student working independently on his project, asks
Ms. Adams about his next step. (According to Ms. Adams, this was a “first-week” ques-
tion.) She replies quite sharply, giving him the answer and then continuing with the
admonishment, “I'm raising my voice to you, Dave, because you ought to know this infor-
mation. You had this last semester.” Dave just blandly returns her look and asks, “So
what is the next step?” Ms. Adams replies with exasperation, “DAVE!"

However, as groups journeyed from requiring management, through requesting merely
technical information, and finally to asking for artistic consultation, the perceived quality of
the interactions improved.

EXAMPLE: Ms. Adams only approached this group once today, although she made
several trips to other groups. In dealing with this advanced group, she conversed at a
very high level and about domain-specific issues. For example, it wasn't in terms of
“How's your decision making going?” or even “Lat’s see what you've chosen for the
entrancewsy,” but rather “Use Louis XIV, maybe Georgian, definitely not Colonial or
Louis XV." She made no comment whatsoever on what the students had done, but just
offered advice of this sort.

Ms. Adams was skilled at giving constructive local critiques of designs and at dispensing
important pieces of information on request. While her lectures were invarisbly interesting,
they focused primarily on factual information (e.g., properties of a wide range of fabrics). This
sort of information was important in students’ projects, as, for example, they needed to know
facts about certain fabrics in order to make selections and then justify them later. However,
much of the information students needed was procedural, such as how to cut matte boards or
mount fabric. Virtually all this procedural knowiedge was transmitted in tutorial or master-
apprentice interactions. Indeed, we noted many cases where Ms. Adams simply forgot to corn-
municste information while lecturing and distributed it later in one-on-one interactions. In
pnonl.hortuchiuuomodmonoppomhticthmphnmd.altyhshcmmdtopntn
over a didactic approach following a strict lesson plan (cf. McArthur, Stass, and Zmuidsinas,
1980).

Relationship to knowledge goals. The master-apprentice or one-on-one tutoring policy was
essential because the students did not proceed in unison and their nesds for information and
coaching diffared greatly. In some cases, the teachers’ solution to this problem was to repeat
the information in one-on-one tutoring interactions as students needed it. An important alter-
native technique used by both teachers was to delegate this responsibility to other students
who had mastered the procedure in question. As with other master-apprentice situations, there
is no discrete distinction betwesn student and teacher, but rather a continuous gradation of
expertise from low to high. Both teachers took advantage of this gradction by encouraging
more advanced students to help less advanced ones. This solution had several important side
benefits with respect to the teachers’ knowledge goals. Not only did apprenticeship reduce the
burden on the teacher, it also encouraged student cooperation, acted as a motivator or reward
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for the student giving the advice, and freed students from dependence on the teacher’s author-
ity.

8. Adult learning model. Much cf the teachers’ behavior, especially Ms. Adama's, can
be accounted for by their explicit view that students are mature, reasonably experienced, and
motivated to learn. Several observations are consistent with this hypothesis. Most of Ms.
Adama's teaching experience has been in aduit vocational education and traliiing classes, which
are often project-centered. Second, in many adult education clasees, the introduction and
motivation for projects is brie?. This is consistent with our observation that teachers min-
imised lecture time, often preferring to distribute information on an as-needed basis when stu-
dents were solving project problems. Third, and consistent with the constrained introduction
and management of projects, paperwork is also often minimized. We noted that students were
given surprisingly little “hardcopy” information. For example, in Ms. Adams’s class, students
were not given a written description of the main deliverables of their projects, even though
there were several well-defined tasks that needed to be accomplished.

Relationship to knowledge goals. We observed several ways in which this adult learning
model worked well for the students. In the most general sense, it promoted an egalitarian
atmosphere in class, consistent with the teacher’s desire to raise the “level” of the students. In
addition, it permitted greater time-on-task in projects and enabled teachers to focus their
teaching efforts more on “micro-apprenticeshipe” than on lectures, which could not be tailored
to the needs of individual students. However, we also noticed several potentially undesirable
effects of this approach to teaching, which we detail later on.

4. Class projects as business; accountability. Thmuho\npropctwork.thotuchm
continually shaped students’ learning and performance by relating aspects of the project to the
workplace. In Ms. Adsms’s class, projects were initially motivated by their relationship to
external factors. Ms. Adams made- it clear to students that the project activities they were
engaged in simulated the tasks of real designers. Students were also made aware that perform-
ing well in the class had some more immediate real-world benefits: local stores often hired stu-
dents who completed this course; previous students in the clase had gone on to win design com-
petitions. Thus, in several ways, her students understood that their projects were not simply
academic exercises.

During the course of projects both Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith justi.ied many of their deci-
sions by citing their authentic relationship to workplace contingencies. For example, as noted
above, Mr. Smith would usually resist giving answers to students, instead asking them what
would happen if he were unavailable. Mr. Smith frequently used business metaphors in dis-
cussing how students will be judged: “If you don't work, you won't get paid"—that is, the
student’s grade will suffer. For Ms. Adams, relating consequences of student bebavior to work-
place contingencies is second nature, as she said in her interview (see “Knowledge Goals” in
Sec. IV, part 4d).

Mr. Smith not only discussed students’ performance in terms of the workplacs, but in
several ways actually violated conventions to transform the classroom into a workplace.

EXAMPLE: At the beginning of class, students cheerfully arm themselves with their
brooms and dustpans and police the campus and pergola ares, then return to class for
their “reward” (grilled chesse sandwiches). This practice has been especially arranged by
Mr. Smith and is, strictly speaking, against school rules, since students are not supposed
to be in the yard during class time.
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Mr. Smith explained that the sandwiches are distributed as part of the school nutrition pro-
gram, and those that remain uneaten get thrown away. Thus, he “mads a deal” with the food
concessioner at the school to give the sandwiches to him in exchange for his students’ cleaning
up the lunch area. The janitor, of course, is also happy with this arrangement.

EXAMPLE: Mr. Smith asks for a volunteer, selects a student (usually one that is far
along on his/her project), and has the student help with some specific task. In one case
the student helped make dustpans for the yard-cleaning activity and for shop cleaning.
Once Mr. Smith had completed spot-welding, he folded the precut shest metal while the
student helped hold the metal down. Mr. Smith spoke to the student and gave pointers
throughout.

Theee tactics are true “multipurpose moves” that serve to further Mr. Smith’s goals. They tie
the classroom to authentic workplace situations, model the ideas of looking beyond form to
function and questioning authority (the first example), and represent classic master-apprentice
interactions (the second example). Moreover, they provide his students with meals (many of
them are from poor families and may come to school hungry) and, finally, provide Mr. Smith
with useful shop tools.

Although the workplace perspective aims at making students accountable for their work,
teachers are careful to temper the hard line this implies when it might jeopardize student
motivation.

EXAMPLE: The class is almost over (Mr. Smith had called for cleariup), but one girl is
not quite through sawing a wedge off her hammerhead. Ho just stops and completes it for
her. In doing this Mr. Smith makes an obvious exception to his rule of insisting the stu-
dents solve problems themselves and not appeal to authority. Apparently he felt that
completing this goal at this particular time was very important.

EXAMPLE: Linda and Rose nervously seek out Ms. Adams’s assistance on their project,
since both Stan and Anna (an exchange student who returned home) have left the group.
Ms. Adams tells them not to write Stan off yet, and she promises that she will assign
another student to help them with the art work if he does not return. She recruits Frank
as the backup, promising him extra credit for the work.

Thus, thess teachers appenred to understand the pedagogical limitations of strictly viewing the
classroom as a workplace.

The Role of Specific Teaching Techniques

Teachers employed specific teaching techniques to implement their knowledge goals and
policies. In the above discussion of different policies we had occasion to describe several tech-
niques used in their service. Here we attempt to understand the specific techniques employed
by the teachers to solve some of the problems that arise in a project-centared classroom where
students are given considerable freedom and are taught using an adult learning model. The
main challenge was to keep students on-task without obviously constraining their problem
solving.

1. Techniques for encoursging boliness and independemce—a “fail-soft”
eaviroament. Teachers recogaised that students would not be willing to make bold, indepen-
dent decisions in a typical classtoom environment, which harshly penalises the failures that
inevitably result. Several teacher techniques insured that students did not regard failure as



o Attempts at creative solutions held intrinsically desirable. Ms. Adams, in particular,
made it very clear to her students that the act of trying unusual design combinations
would be rewarded regardless of the quality of the result. During the interview, she
confirmed that some students with “objectively” poor projects could get high grades if
they had shown attempts at creative thinking and consistent attention to the task at
hand. :

¢ Refraining from correcting errors. Teachers often did not correct student errors. As we
discussed above, Mr. Smith's teaching philosophy viewed errors as useful learning
situations. Ms. Adams’s philosophy was that correcting errors threatened students’
creativity. She noted that instead of correcting what she felt were dubious design deci-
sions, she preferred to take a more constructive approach by providing aiternatives to
the students’ proposals.

o Negative feedback without negative affect. Even though the teschers encouraged
creative efforts, they sometimes judged the results critically. Moreover, Ms. Adams
and Mr. Smith were exceptionally gifted in being able to communicate negative infor-
mation without threatening students. While Mr. Smith was often quite gruff with stu-
dents, and Ms. Adams frequently laughed at (or perhaps with) students, both teachers
carefully structured their relationships so that students were rarely threatened by the
teacher’s honest appraisal. The students appeared to understand that criticism did not

mean a loss of respect or caring.
o Constructive use of failures. Both teachers were able to turn failed attempts at problem

solution into positive learning experiences.

EXAMPLE: In Ms. Adams's class, one of the more advanced groups forgot to do a major
part of the project. Ms. Adams makes this omission clear. She comments that on the
review asheet (every student must fill out a review sheet in which they critique the
successes and failures of their project and group) their task is to figure out what hap-
pened and to “try to figure out why no one is to blame.”

In information-processing terms, the teachers were supporting and encouraging students’
attempts to generate many solution paths in confronting a problem. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, they were demonstrating that failed solution paths might be repaired and they were
moceling techniques for repair that use the information gathered from failed paths.

3. Techaiques for dealing with students who are aot procesding in unison. One
of the major challenges facing the teachers was the problem of dealing with students who are
often simultaneously engaging in very different tasks. How can the teacher be sure the stu-
dents are on-task and productive? The teachers appeared to use several tools or tactics:

e Motivation and responsidility. Especislly in Mr. Smith's class, we found that very few
students were attempting to avoid working. Motivated students generally require rela-
tively little minute-to-minute monitoring. Ms. Adams monitored progress by evaluat-
ing the types of questions being asked.

o Grading. As in most clasess, final grades appeared to be an important tool in keeping
the students on-task. However, grades are effective in keeping students on-task only
to the extent that students find them meaningful. Either because the projects were
intrinsically valued by the students, or for extrinsic reasons (to please the teacher, to
graduate, etc.), grades were generally important to these students.
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o Group management skills. While the teachers let students try things out their own way
and make mistakes, both seemed to have excellent monitoring and diagnosis abilities.
They could rapidly scan a class and determine when a student’s mistake had gone too
far. Then the teachers would intervene, often orchestrating the encounter at a dis-
tance.

EXAMPLE: At the beginning of class, several students try to drill holes. They aren't
making much progress, and, since Mr. Smith has his back turned and is occupied with
other work, this is likely to continue. Suddenly, Mr. Smith yells from across the room,
telling Tomas that something is wrong with the way he is setting up the drill. He
explains the problem briefly, Tomas begins again, and Mr. Smith goes back to his own
work. :

o Apprenticeship and micro-teaching techniques. As we noted above, teachers accepted
the need to repest information frequently to students and turned that burden into a
benefit by delegating authority to students who had already been tutored.

EXAMPLE: Working on the floor plan, a frustrated student tells Ms. Adams, “I've tried
this three different ways, and can't get it right. What is most easy?” She suggests that
he talk to Sam, whom she had previously tutored through the floor plan sketch. The two
students work together for nearly ten minutes and successfully move the project along.

8. Techniques for dealing with students who are solving ill-defined problems.
Especially in Ms. Adams’s class, a major challenge for the teacher (and the students) was thiat
students were dealing with ill-defined problems as well as progressing at different rates.
Becsuse the students were not familiar with such “open” problems, we observed a great deal of

floundering and low productivity in the early stages of the project.

EXAMPLE: A group looks through magasines to select pieces of furniture for a room.
After sbout 10 minutes, only one student is holding up pictures, while the rest of the
group gives yes/no responses. There is one generator and three testers. One student
leaves the class for points unknown. A few minutes later the student slows his pace of
generating examples, and the others, bored with waiting, look around, watch the class, but
do not communicate. Finally, one picks up a magazine and asks “What do we do now?”

Scenarios such as these were typical, and they explain how a given group might spend an
entire class selecting one piece of fabric. Ms. Adams used several of the techniques noted
above to guide students and reduce unproductive behavior. In particular, micro-teaching and
apprentiosship taciics were eseential in modeling how tv select fabrics and furniture. Mas.
Adams also expected the students to be relatively self-reliant and motivated. )

Howsver, Ms. Adams refrained from taking several obvious actions that might make the
problem more well defined. For example, although some aspects of the project were inherently
ill defined or creative (e.g., the tasks of selecting and combining fabrics and furniture in
designing a room), many project deliversbles were actuslly weil defined. Students were
required to do boards for six rooms, draw floor plans and an elevation, and write a history of
the architectural period of their house. Yet, the details of these deliverables were not clear to
students (or the researchers) until very late in the project. This ambiguity had frustrated stu-
dents. For example, when told that they would need to do six rooms for the final project
(spprozimately two weeks before the project was due, four weeks after it was begun), most stu-

dents, including groups who were the most advanced and organized, were caught by surprise.

53



An obvious tactic Ms. Adams could have used was to clearly define project deliverables
and constraints in introductory lectures, accompanied by hand-outs outlining project require-
ments. Her decision not to use such constraining techniques appears to follow from her gen-
eral model of problem solving (at least for interior design, but not necessarily limited to this),
in which the “creative process” is given center stage. She apparently believed that giving stu-
dents more detailed project requirements would threaten their creative reasoning and interfere
with boldness in decision making. She was aware that students flounder considerably as a
result but was willing to accept a high level of “noise” early in the project in return for
interesting ideas later. Mr. Smith was also willing to accept this cost: .

EXAMPLE: One girl spent a lot of time buffing her hammerhead to a shine before
(rather than after) she filed it down. In sZdition, whereas files only cut on the forward
stroke and work best at a specific angle, students scrubbed away on both strokes and at
random angles. There was little attention to optimizing labor or tool use.

Costs and Benefits of Teaching Policies and Techniques

Overall, our observations indicate that both Ms. Adam. and Mr. Smith adopt a “hands-
off” policy in controlling student learning. They prefer to help students learn through induc-
tion and discovery rather than to teach didactically and directly. Of courss, along with its
potential benefits, this strategy is not without its costs, some of which we have enumerated. In
many specific contexts, the teachers are aware of these costs, exemplified by Mr. Smith's
allowing studsnts to file forward and backward when he obviously knew it was wrong. More-
over, both teachers appear to have a general understanding of the inefficiencies of undirected
learning. But by word and by action they indicate they are willing to accept this potentially
high cost in exchange for benefits measured primarily in terms of dispositions and beliefs stu-
dents acquire when given great responasibility for their own learning.

It is difficuit to determine whether the benefits of a hands-off teaching policy outweigh
the costs. Part of this difficulty certainly stems from the subjective nature of thoss costs and
benefits. These teachers value the benefits highly, while other teachers may place a much
greater premium on domain-specific knowledge and generic problem-solving skills than on
dispositions and beliefs. Even so, as we indicated in the last section, we obesrved teaching
techniques that appeared to actually inhibit the teachers’ goals. In particular, it is a common
misconception (shared not only by our teachers but perhaps much more widaly) that organizing
tasks carefully and giving students clear constraints and goal structures are incompatible with
permitting them freedom on open or ill-defined tasks. The literature on problem solving illus-
trates several techniques for structuring open tasks, avoiding some of their potential costs in
terms of floundering but still maints’aing their benefits.?

In summary, it is possible to evaluate the teachers’ educational policies and techniques for

that clearly the ill-defined or crestive pasts. M-mdmmmdmmm
end wallpaper for a house is open-ended and should not be to aa algorithm, the componeats of the project—
what roome the studsnts need to finish, what schedules need to be filled out to complete the task, and s0 cn—might be
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one option over the other, especially considering the subjectivity of the costs and benefits of
both. Second, we might take issus with how the teachers implemented their hands-off policy.
At this level, we can point to specific tactics the teachers might have used to further their
goals. On the other hand, our analysis also shows that many of their tactics appeared very
offective. For example, the teachers’ techniques for controlling chaos can be viewed as gen-
erally creative solutions to difficult teaching problems. Overall, both Ms. Adams and Mr.
Smith have a rich intuitive understanding of adaptive problem-solving techniques that cogni-
tive science has only recently begun to formalize.

Student Techniques and Adaptation

Having examined how the teachers’ policies and techniques have shaped the learning
environment, we now turn to students’ responses to this environment. Below, we briefly ezam-
ine student behavior, focusing primarily on how students adapted to the unconstrained
problem-solving environment in Ms. Adams’s interior design class.

The student groups appeared to have different ways of adapting to the ill-defined nature
of the project and to the floundering that resuited, which we shall examine shortly. As the
project progressed, groups graduslly became more focused, and students defined relatively
stable roles for themselves. In some cases, the students appeared to spend as much problem-
solving energy and time establishing routines for dealing wit” uncertainty as in thinking
creatively about how to coordinste furniture and fabrics. Of course, this is not necessarily
inconsistent with the teacher’s knowledge goals descri’.u above. Indeed, Ms. Adams expected
it would take at least a week for most groups to begin to perform and ask meaningful questions
(0.8, “Doss this fabric go with the mood of the room?” as opposed to “Where do we find the
furniture books?”). _

In some cases we obeerved “the rich getting richer,” a consequence of the openness of the
“mrojects, the adult learning policy of the teacher, and her willingness to start at the student's
experience and interest level. The students in some of the more advanced groups already pos-
sessed several of the important skills of adult learners and thus needed to spend less energy on
management activities; hence they devoted more time to acquiring and tuning design skills.
Moreover, Ms. Adams was a better resource for students who had reached this stage than for
students who were less advanced. She acted as a good consultant for groups engaged in
design-related decisions, but she was less effective as a coach for groups still grappling with
basic technical and organisational difficultiss. For many of thess groups, progress on the proj-
ect was exceedingly slow. Tasks remained ill defined for long periods of time, motivation
appeared low, and cooperation limited. The litersture suggests that we might view the stu-
dents who flourished as “mastery-oriented” and those who did not as “belpless-crisnted”
(Dweck and Leggett, 1968). While this may be true to sume extent, it is also the case that
some of the students simply had skills that permitted them to negotiate this challenging
environment and others did not, although tsy persisted. At any rate, we did not measure stu-
dents’ learning orientation in this study and thus cannot determine its influsnce here.

Below, we itemise several of the tactics groups used to organise the unconstrained
environment in which they were placed. To some extent, all of the tactics are creative and
adaptive. On the other hand, we believe that some of the responses st least partly subverted
the teacher’s intentions. That is, these tactics permitted students to accomplish their main
goal (completing the project) without requiring them to mest the teacher’s intended knowledge
goals.
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1. Offlcading. When confronted by the open-ended task of selecting items to decorate
rooms, many students initially appeared to have no idea of the assthetic criteria to use to con-
strain their decision making. Insteed of coming to grips with these criteria, several of the
bolder students adopted the tactic of making an apparently random selection and showing it to
Ms. Adams. If she approved it, their problem was solved; if she didn't (which was usually the
case), she often redefined the task to be much more constrained.

EXAMPLE: Tim: (Pulling out the same wallpaper sample as before) How does that
work in this bedroom? Ms. Adams: (laughing) Not too good. Tim: (laughing) I didn't
think so, but I thought I'd ask first. Ms. Adams: You've only looked at English chinty,
which has a delicate look. Look for some other chinty that would work for the mood of
your room. Tim: (walking away) Thanks. (Upon his return to the group, they “cele-
brate” his getting the “right answer out of her.”)

2. Bulldoxing. In some cases, students skirted the issus of coming to grips with artistic
questions using even more “brute-force” techniques. As with offloading, the students would
make a quick selection. But instead of consulting Ms. Adams, they would simply incorporate it
without further decision making. In some cases students attempted to use whole rooms cut
from magazines; however, Ms. Adams always caught this tactic.

EXAMPLE: Rich provides design assistance to Dave: “That carpet is ugly with that
wallpeper, man. Who's gonna hire you?” Dave laughs about this and goes off, coming
back a few minutes later with a new carpet sample. They do not discuss the merits of
this new item.

EXAMPLE: Alan shows Ms. Adams his living room. It is a full-page picture cut from a
magazine, Ms. Adams explains that he must design each room himaself, not take the
magasine’s design. She suggests that he take a sofa or chair or lamp for inspiration and
build around that. Alan quietly returns to his seat and, asking for sciseors, begins cutting
from the picture. He also has a full-page picture of a kitchen.

Generally, students adopting this technique appear to be trying to find the minimal
requirements for completing the project and satisfying them with as little effort as possible.

3. Development of differeat cooperative styles. Through the course of the project
we obeerved all groupe cooperating as a means of dealing with the unconstrained environment.
One of the more advanced groups comprised members who had already worked together (in a
previous semester), and their cooperative skills were good from the beginning. They had
already determined their roles: one student was the “workhorse,” willing to go through maga-
sines to generste alternstives; another the “judge,” whoee artistic tastes were the most well
respectad; and a third the “ccordinator,” willing to present ideas to Ms. Adams and report her
feedback to the group. These roles generally remained stable throughout the project. How-
ever, most groups had not worked together before and spent several weeks negotiating stable
roles. In most cases, the cooperative styles that evolved did not appear to be as successful as
the ideal described above. Alternative styles we observed included:

o Military. After some initial controversy one student emerged as the leader, although
he or she did not appear to have the full support of the group. Consequently, the
leader did most of the project tasks, and those that were delegated were usually not

acoomplished cooperatively.
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o Loose anarchy. A “de facto” leader emerged, but otherwise cooperative roles were not
well defined. Frequently in this group at least one of the members contributed
minimally. Perhaps surprisingly, students rarely used peer pressure to control noncon-
tributing members. Ms. Adams also never suggested this strategy.

v Lone wolf. Two students decided from the beginning that they would rather do the
project alone rather than as a member of a group. They both feit that working with a
group was more of a hindrance than a help (one “just wanted to finish up,” while the
other “didn’t want those people thinking they are doing my work for me”). Interest-
ingly, these students evolved a useful cooperative relationship while still completing
individual projects. One of the students was a major success story. He began the proj-
ect as a “bulldoser,” unwilling to confront artistic decision making. By the end of the
project, according to Ms. Adams, he had discarded all his initial selections in favor of
much more reasoned ones.

Social Learning Theory Interpretations of Teacher and Student Actions

While we have been viewing teacher behavior primarily from an information processing
perspective, the perspective of social learning theory is also illuminating. For example, it
appears possible to explain many of the teachers’ general attitudes, policies, and specific tech-
niques in terms of Dweck and Leggett's (1688) process model. We find evidence for the
“mastery” orientation at each of the model's levels. At the most abstract level, the taachers
clearly believe that things can change. In Dweck and Leggett's terms, they do not hold an
“sntity” theory of intelligence, and, generally, they believe that desirable qualities can be cul-
tivated. Perhaps more importantly, they communicate this belief to their students by
emphasising boldness and accountability. Consistent with this belief, the teachers generally
also appear to encourage students to focus more on learning goals than on performance goals.
Many of the specific techniques we reviewed can be seen as attempts to promote learning over
performance: making grades contingent on relative changes in a student’s competence as
opposed to meeting some uniform performance level; promoting development over judgment;
and providing a fail-soft environment in which mistakes are not discouraged. Overall then, we
can view the teachers as attempting to provide an environment that convinces students that
the world is changeabls, not fixed and beyond their control, and that learning is a key to
change.

Looking at student cognition, affect, and behavior, we can see some evidence that teacher
strategies and techniques may have heiped move students from a “helpless” to a “mastery”
orientation. In particular, the actions of severs’ of the “lone wolf* students in Ms. Adams’s
clzas show a strong change in this direction. At the beginning of the project, these students
engaged in much task-irrelevant bebavior, perhaps rationalising their anticipated poor perfor-
mance by indicating a general disinterest in the class. By the end of the project, several of the
lone wolves were clearly engaged in extensive solution-oriented self-instruction, and in inter-
views they offered much more positive views of the course.

Students’ Opinions about Generic Skills

On the day we distributed the student questionnaire in Ms. Adams’s class, 18 students
attended class and 15 (11 female and 4 male) completed the questionnaire. Most of the stu-
dents were seniors who had taken about two vocational education clasees on average.
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An examination of the students’ class schedules for that semester revealed a wide diver-
sity in course loads and academic-laden versus nonacademic-laden schedules, This diversity
was ochoed in the responses to a question about future educational plans: Six students
reported that they would be attending a junior college, with one of the six planning to major in
interior design. The others planned to attend a four-year college or university. Students’ rea-
sons for enrolling in the class included interest in the domain (N = §), the reputation of the
course among counselors and friends (N = 6), and to fulfill the district fine arts requirement
(N=2)

Student ratings of course content (on a four-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree and 4
= strongly agree) are presented in Table 2. Students generally agreed that the generic skills
emphasised by Ms. Adams were valuable. Two skills in particular, cooperating as part of a
group to achisve a goal and justifying one’s opinions with facts, appear to be highly valued.
Theee were skills in which Ms. Adams explicitly provided practice and that she repeatedly
emphasized in her interactions with students during the course of the final project.

EXTERNAL FACTORS THAT SHAPED THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

Many different kinds of factors can shape and influence what goes on in schools (cf. Barr
and Dreeben, 1983). While we can't often link these characteristics directly to student learn-
ing or persistence in school, we do know that they can either enable or constrain classroom
teaching and learning (Oakes, 1889). John Goodlad (1984) uses the term “commonplaces” to
refer to the descriptive variables found in all school systems whose range of values produce the

Table 2
STUDENTS' OPINIONS ABOUT GENERIC SKILLS
Peroent Responding
Strongly Dis- Strongly

Item Disagres agres Agree Agree Mean 8D
1 learn a lot from the teacher’s lectures. 883 4607 a7 4
'l use knowiedge from this class in future jobe I get. 133 687 200 .07 8
It's important to learn to work in a group. 400 600 300 51
Group work is better than individual work for doing 13.3 400 400 e 103
problems in this class. :
This class has helped me become more creative in 67 67 487 400 320 .88
my thinking .
Learning to work with others is an important job ekill. 27 7.3 3 4
It's important to back up your opinion with facts. 00 60 300 .51
1 have learned how to communicate with peopie better 267 600 133 287 &4
because of this class.
1f 1 have a choice between working alone or with 6.7 833 333 687 240 N
others, I'd rather work alone.
Working es & group and getting a group grade oa 47 400 133 207 1
projects e fair and & good way to work.
NOTE: N « 15 for all itema except the fourth, where N = 14,
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observable differences between systems. These commonplaces include: educational objectives,
curriculum guidelines, textbooks and materials, teachers and their knowledge capital, staff
development, student assignment, resource and time allocation, testing, school organization,
and incentives. In the case of vocstional education, other external factors may also impinge,
particularly demands from the workplace concerning the kinds of skills workers need. In eddi-
tion, context information provides clues to policymakers about why schools get the outcomes
they do. Measuring or understanding what goes on in schools can add important information
to discussions about how to improve them (Oakes, 1880).

Since it was beyond the scope of this exploratory study to examine all these commonplace
variables, we focused our data gathering to understand the factors that might affect instruc-
tional practices in the interior design class (previously discussed in Sec. III). In particular,
since Ms. Adams taught within the Regional Occupational Program, we gathered information
on the organization and mission of that program by interviewing the local ROP administrator.
We also intsrviewed a local employer who hired students from Ms. Adams’s class, to get his
perspective on the kinds of skills needed in the workplace. Finally, we interviewed Ms. Adams
herseif, to gain her perspective on teaching generic skills, her educational philosophy, and so

©on.

Considering all these perspectives, we concluded that two key factors shaped instruction:
. teacher sutonomy and the teacher’s educational philosophy. While school and ROP organisa-
tional policies and practices highly affect the former, they have little direct impact on the atti-
tudes that the teacher brings to the classroom. We discuss our interview resuits and elaborate
on these findings below. This discussion is intended to provide the context for one classroom
and to suggest hypotheses about the effects of context on teaching that can be addressed in
future work. '

The Regional Ocoupational Program

The Regional Occupational Program (ROP) is a state agency administered by the Califor-
nia Department of Education and implemented through county offices. The ROP offers
entry-level job training for local job markets where the entry wage is above minimum wage. In
addition to the goal of providing entry employment skills training, the ROP’s mission extzads
to career exploration opportunities and preparation for higher education in a related skill.

In practice, this mission promotes several differences between ROP clasees and those
traditionally offered in secondary school vocational programs. First, since the ROP intends to
provide both job training and preparation for postsecondary education or training, a more
diverse group of students enrolls in and is served by these classes. Traditional vocational edu-
cation classes in many secondary schools essentially “track” students not bound for college
(Oakes, 1986). Second, the ROP hires instructors who have had recent working experience in
the areas they teach. Many secondary-level vocational programs do not require such sork
experience for teachers. Finally, the ROP communicates regularly with local employers to
determine skill needs and market opportunities for its students; few vocational programs do so.

The ROP interior design class was taught at a comprebensive secondary school that
included its own vocationsl education courses and programe. Students attending the school
could enroll in academic, vocational, and ROP classes. Adrinistration of the ROP clasees is
largely separate from all others at the school. The ROP administrative office is far removed
from the school’s office; it maintains its own teaching and counseling staff. However, some
coordination between the local ROP office and the school administration was required. In this
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comprehensive school, it seemed that the ROP classes were designated as part of the school’s
vocational offerings, which held a subordinate position overall in its prioritiss. Vocational
education’s lower status was evident, for example, in the fact that vocational education con-
cerns were fragmented over several vice pzincipals. As a second example, evening and week-
ond vocational classes are officially designated as “period seven™ because recordkeeping is
designed for a daytime school schedule of six periods.

While the ROP is administered by a statewide agency, local school programs have a great
deal of autonomy over curriculum content. The reasoning is that industry teachers will be
highly attuned to workplace demands and changes and should therefore have the flexibility to
maintain program relevance to the workplace. Although teachers are required to cover a list of
state competencies, they are permitted to determine the approach and focus of their courses.

ROP administrators and teachers are not immune to local conditions that can threaten
this autonomy. Several years ago, for exampls, the local school district made major policy
changes in curriculum and graduation requirements in response to statewide secondary educa-
tion reforms. The new requirements left little time for elective courses, and as a result, enroll-
ment in vocational classes (including ROP clasees) and other electives (e.g., foreign language)
suffered. Since enrollment can affect funding allocations, the local ROP administrator and
others reviewed the vocational courses in the school to identify those whoss content was con-
sistent with required courses. As a result, several ROP courses fulfill district graduation
requirements: interior design for fine arts; accounting for math; and entrepreneurship for
economics.® This change assured high enroliments for the interior design course. We met a
number of students who bhad in fact enrolled to fulfill the graduation requirement.® The high

Resources such as a program’s budget can affect the quality of the educational program pro-

vided (Oakes, 1980). Acoording to Ms. Adams, her budget enabled her to support large projects
like the house design. We observed that students had a wide variety of professional materials

"Although the ROP response to district policy increased enrollments and enhanced Ms.
Adamas's ability to provide quality instruction, it might also yet compromise teacher control
over course content. That is, it an ROP class’s survival depends on its resemblance to an
“academic equivalent,” it could begin to lose its “schooling for work” focus. At the time of our
interview, we did not determine to what extent “equivalent” course requirements might affect
future ROP course content.
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Teacher Autonomy

Teachers in the vocational classrooms we visited seemed to have a great deal of autonomy
with respect to what they taught and how they evaluated their students. This was particularly
true for Ms. Adams. In comparison to teachers of academic classes in the same school, Ms.
Adams had great freedom in deeigning her course. She did not have to use a state-mandated
textbook or prepare her students for standardized examinations required by the state or for
college entrance. Nor was she concerned about preparing students to take particular advanced
courses in the same subject area.” All of thess factors suggest that the interior design curricu-
lum had fewer domain-specific knowledge and skill requirements, relative to many academic
courses. Thus Ms. Adams was free to develop a course that stressed generic skills over
domain-specific skills. Furthermore, her choice of generic-skill knowledge goals was based pri-
marily on her own experience of what interior designers needed to know. She kept this
knowledge up-to-date by doing part-time professional design jobs and participating in profes-
sicnal organizations.

Our interview with a local employer corroborated the wisdom of Ms. Adams’s curriculum
content decisions. This local retail store manager provided a 18-hour work experience program
for second-semester students in vocational programs, including Ms. Adams’s interior design
class. He felt that entry-level interior design jobs require both domain-specific knowledge and
domain-general skills. The manager stated that while the company values an employse’s art
skills, he personally values a background in design work equally with

a personality that is outgoing and shows evidence of broad interesta. ... This is going to be
someone who will mix well with people and will be fres to show [his or her] creativity.

According to the manager, he allows employees to design displays on their own and to use their
own idess. The domain-specific portions of the job are learned through any number of art
courses that build on the “talented individual, someone with an eye for color and design.”
Thus, his current workforce has a diverse background and includes a professional paste-up
artist, a painter, a musician enrolled in a fine arts college program, and a carpenter. Because
this group is required to “work as a crew,” the manager also views cooperation and responsibil-
ity as highly important.

In addition to preparing students for work experience and, in some cases, actual employ-
ment, Ms. Adams was able to develop a curriculum that prepared students for advanced class-
work in art, architecture, and related flelds. The ROP maintained data on student employ-
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expect uniform performance from their students. Ms. Adams tells beginning students that
they have an “average taste in design” and thus come to class as “C” students; to get a higher
grade, they need to learn something. Since many types of expertise are valued in the design
field-—~color sense, artistic ability, art history, planning—students can show growth in any one
of several areas. She evaluates students by gauging them at the beginning of class and deter-
mining if and how much progress they make in their chosen area.

Ms. Adams’s evaluation and assessment practices may also be a by-product of benign
neglect. According to the ROP administrator, vocational and ROP classes in this school suffer
from the widespread view that “vocstional education is for students who can’t make it.” Since
school success is measured by standardized test scores in academic subjects and four-year col-
lege entrance rates, programs serving work-bound students receive much less attention overall.
Aa a result, vocational programs are not subject to the same accountability as academic pro-
grams. Given the the negative aspects of accountability—such as the many ills attributed to
standardized testing practices—this may be one of the few examples where the status of voca-
tional education works to the teachers’ and programs’ benefit.

It is important to note that Ms. Adams's level of autonomy in curricular decisions and
student evaluation practices may not constitute the norm. Other classes we visited, namely the
aircraft mechanics and computer skills classes, had well-defined domain-specific knowledge and
skill requituments. In addition, many vocational courses aim toward preparing students for
professional or siate-mandated licensing examinations. In these cases, teaching to the test
might also be expected.

Teacher Educational Philosophy

Genaric skills teaching in these classrooms succeeded, in part, because teachers had
strong belief in their importance for workplace success. In addition, teachers’ positive attitudes
about and high expectations for students and their “student-centered” teaching practices
seemed to play a significant role.

Both Ms. Adams and Mr. Smith noted the importance of preparing students for work and
“the outside world,” and both believed that they taught important skills that were not stressed
in the students’ other classes. Ms. Adams wanted students to be able to “think for themselves
and not take spoon-fed information.” She accomplished this by making students responsible
for their actions and not accepting their excuses. Talking about first-semester students, she
recognised their “lack of depth in design and . . . tried to get them to experiment, find ways to
implement ideas, be creative, and value working together.” From second-semester students she
expected more professionalism, more sophisticated color choices, and well-formed rationales for
those choices.

Mas. Adams showed and expressed high regard for her students in several ways. First, she
got to know them well enough to be able to treat them as individuals and provide a supportive
learning environment.

EXAMPLE: Joe was a determined and goal-oriented student who preferred to be in con-
trol of his environment. He did not relate well to other students. From conversations
with him early in the semester, Ms. Adams learned that he had recently svercoms peer
pressure to join a gang and had decided to stay in school, keep his part-time job, and
graduate. When he asked ber if he could work alone, she approved his request despite the
fact that he was a first-semester student. She told him that he would probably make
some mistakes, but she expected him to do his work and present a good final project.
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Ms. Adams also took an interest in the students’ personal lives and problems.

EXAMPLE: Cara was an sbused 17-ysar-old who had left home and was living on her
own. She had an evening job at a local comedy club to support herself. A few weeks into
the semester, she stopped coming to class. The other students told Ms. Adams how to
reach Cara, and she called to inquire about Cara’s plans. Cara had decided to leave
school, but Ms. Adams suggested she see a school counselor and consider working toward
a GED certificate. A fow days later, Cara returned to school, rejoined her classes, made
up missed work, and eventually gradusted with hor class. Ms. Adams showed us a card
- from Cara, thanking her for the reminder that she “owed herself a chance.”

Although Ms. Adams’s personal involvement with students may sound either exceptional
or extreme, she believed that “there are many issues outside of teaching that are important in
the school. I am just amased at the problems thuse kids have while they are still taking
classes.” Although the school had professional (and peer) counseling programs to deal with
specific problems, such as drugs, pregnancy, or alcohol abuse, Ms. Adams felt that

it's important for students to have other ways to get help, otherwise you might miss some-
body who dossn’t trust a program. I hate to see these kids' lives go down the tubes. If you
care about peopls, you can help them put their lives together.

She was appalled upon hearing a substitute teacher refer to her students as “ninth-grade
scum.” She rhetorically asked the interviewsr, “Are you going to get anything from someone
who thinks you're scum?”

Mas. Adams’s concern for students was supported by the ROP administrator. In her inter-
view, the administrator defined a good ROP teacher as someone who “has a desire to give some
of what they have to students. If the teacher has that desire, the rest falls into place.”'

Ms. Adams’s expectations for students were uniformly high. She demonstrated high
expectatior.a, for example, by employing instructional techniques that are not typically used
with secondary-school-age students. Other vocational aducation teachers advised her not to
teach nonverbal communication skills to her students because they were too young to learn the
material (intended for college age). Ms. Adams went ahead and taught thees skills and found
that students had no problems learning them. Her work experience had taught her that “you
can't put a ceiling on someone’s creativity ... if you do, they’ll leave the company.” She
applied this dictum to her class projects as well: “When I see them reaching, I raise the ceiling
quick.”

The combination of high respect for students as learners (and as people) and a belief that

create a learning environment. In addition, their educational philorophy supported a mastery-
oriented approach (Dweck and Leggett, 1888) that valued learning over uniform performance
and motivated initially uninterested students to successfully complete their class projects.

In thess classrooms, teachers and students shared in the process of learning and con-
structing knowledge. This contrasts with many academic classrooms, where teachers lecture

and generally assume a role of imparting knowledge to students, who supposedly have little

198ince ROP teachers do not have contracts, the administrator can fire them ae she wishes. Shomunlyﬂndm
in industry but an “old school” approach to students.
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knowledge or skill to offer on their own. Student-centered teaching was also highly valued by
the ROP administrator. When she evaluated classes, she looked for “interested students doing
hands-on work . .. not glassy-eyed bored kids."” ROP students were encouraged to come into
the office and talk about their classes, thus giving the administrator another view of what was
happening there.

Summary of School Context Factors

If we take the position that learning generic skills represents one element of a desirable,
high-quality instructional experience, then we have an interest in understanding what aspects
of the school context support that instruction. Oakes (1889) identified three context indicators
in the research literature: access to knowledge, press for achievement, and professional teach-
ing conditiors. These three enabling conditions appear to promote high-quality teaching and
learning to the degree that they exist in schools. Thus, they provide one useful way to sum-
marige the information about school context variables obtained from our interviews and obeer-
vations.

Access to knowledge refers to the extent to which schools provide students with opportuni-
ties to loarn various domains of knowledge and skills. Several factors seemed to enbance
access to knowledge for students in this study. First, Ms. Adams had more funds than other
teachers to purchase the necessary materials to support the house design project—the most sig-
nificant educational activity in her class. While a school's (or teacher’s) resource level, in
itself, does not guarantee a high-quality educational program, use of those resources can make
a difference. A second factor affecting access to knowledge is grouping practices. Since this
class can be used as a fine arts requirement, it attracts a heterogeneous group with respect to
ability and program of study (e.g., academic or vocational). This mix tends to raise the level of
teaching and also counteracts negative effects associated with tracking students: individual
achisvement and aspirations are lower among students in low-ability and nonacademic tracks
at the secondary level (Oakes, 1989). Finally, the ROP goal to provide work-related training
and its links to the business community expand student access to knowledge through work
experience. Students in Ms. Adams’s class, for example, have an opportunity to leern through
working in a local retail store.

Press for achievement is indicated by institutional pressures that the school exerts to get
students to work hard and achieve. Ms. Adams (and Mr. Smith) fostered press for achieve-
ment by having high expectations for students and the quality of their work. It is not clear
how the school communicates these expectations and values to these students. Our interviews
indicate, however, that the school administration may communicate different expectations and
values to different types of students: the academic curriculum takes precedence over the voca-
tional, and college enroliment figures are used to measure school success.

Finally, professional teaching conditions can empower or constrain teachers and adminis-
trators as they attempt to create and implement instructional programs and define how schools
function as workplaces for teschars (Oakes, 1880). Ms. Adams faces a mix of conditions. On
the positive side, she has little paperwork or bureaucratic requirements, which indicates the
primacy of teaching over nonteaching tasks and responsibilities. She has a very supportive
ROP administrator at the school. Most importantly, she has autonomy in making classrocom
curriculum and instructional decisions and flexibility in implementing innovations. Theee fac-
tors are known to support effective teaching (e.g., Purkey and Smith, 1883). On the negative
side, Ms. Adams and the ROP sit outside the broader school culture. This isolates her from
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colleagues and involvement in schoolwide decisions. Thus she does not engage in school-besed
activities that can foster learning, such as collaborative staff planning, intellectu: haring, and
teamwork. On the other hand, she does participate in staff development activir... sponsored
by the ROP.

In terms of school context, then, several positive influences on teaching and learning
goneric skills in this classroom stand out: a supportive ROP administration, a high degree of
teacher autonomy, and the teacher’s personal educational philosophy. Other school conditions
work against access, press, and teaching conditions. Since our view of the school context is
limited to the classrooms we visited and the people we interviewed, we do not claim that this
picture is entirely accurate. Nonetheless, it is indicative of what this teachsr and administra-
tor perceive as the climate around them, and how factors in that climate can enable the desired
teaching and learning to take place. .
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V. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The exploratory study reported here investigated the teaching and learning of generic
skills in vocational education settings. We define two categories of generic skills: basic or
enabling skills and complex reasoning skills. In addition to these skills, which define a
person’s competency for a task, one must also consider the motivational style or dispositions
that influence task performance. Without motivation or positive dispositions, generic skills
will be wasted. We further elaborate on complex reasoning skills from the perspective of the
human information processing paradigm and apply this conceptualization to identify problem-
solving skills in several vocations.

To better understand the teaching of generic skills, we observed several vocational educa-
tion classes and selected one (a2 high school interior design class) for intensive study. Three
questions guided our fieldwork: What generic skills are taught in vocational classrooms? How
are they taught? How does the school context influence instruction?

In response to the first question, the vocational teachers we observed taught several
specific problem-solving skills like those defined in our conceptual framework. The teaching of
thees skills was often embedded in cooperative working arrangements, wherein students worked
together to solve “authentic” problems. Teachers also stressed students’ acquisition of positive
dispositions, such as making independent, bold decisions and taking responsibility for decisions
made. Teachers held that acquiring such dispositions was as important as (if not more impor-
tant than) learning particular job-related knowledge or skills.

From the standpoint of traditional academic instruction, these nontraditional course goals
led to nontraditional teaching methods. Teachers designed project-centered courses in which
students could make many choices (e.g., establish milestones, focus on a single task from an
array of tasks) in an environment free from typical clasiroom rules. Teachers treated students
like adults, fostered a climate of mutual respect, and held students accountable for their work
using workplace performance criteria. This classroom environment supported teaching of
dispositions and, more generally, motivated students in positive ways.

Teachers had several techniques for solving some of the problems that arise in a project-
centered classroom where students are given considersble freedom, including techniques for
encouraging boldness and independence and for dealing with students who are not proceeding
in unison. Omlﬂ.bcmﬂngordidlcﬁcinmﬁonsmminimind.umhnneomud

“micro-apprenticeships” or engaged in one-on-one tutozing. In short, the culture of learning
found in these classrooms bears little resemblance to that found in many traditional academic
clasees.

The interior design teacher found support for carrying out her instructional goals from
the ROP program'’s focus on schooling for work and its close ties with the business community.
This teacher seemed to enjoy a great deal of autonomy in deciding how to design and teach the
course and evaluate students. However, the reasons for this autonomy remain elusive. On the
one hand, it may be due to administrative support or the particular nature of the course we
obssrved. That is, interior design may be less “bound” in terms of domain-specific content
than, say, mathematics or other academic subjects, thus giving this teacher more freedom in
determining what will be taught. This suggests that fewer domain-specific knowledge and skill
requirements permit more lesway for teaching dispositions and workplace attivades or experi-
menting with nontraditional instructional practices. On the other hand, the teacher’s
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autonomy may reflect vocational education’s place in the broader comprehensive school
environment. This vocational teacher can “get away with” doing things differently because
this comprehensive school places more value on academic programs geared to prepare “more
qualified” students for higher education. Autonomy, then, may simply be a by-product of
neglect.

Regardless of (or perhaps in spite of) vocational education’s status, these teachers held
high expectations for students and stressed the importance of teaching generic skills and dispo-
sitions for the workplace. Their belief in student-centered instruction extended beyond the
classroom, as teachers also attended to nonschool issues that concerned students. Educational
philosophy and other important personal characteristics of teachers are important ingredients
in the teaching we observed.

Below we discuss several conclusions and implications from this analysis with respect to
teaching generic skills, educating diverse student populstions, and integrating academic and
vocational education. This discussion is largely speculative, given the small sample of teachers
and the exploratory nature of this research. Strong conclusions or policy implications for
teaching and learning generic akills await further research.

TEACHING GENERIC SKILLS

The main contribution of this study toward teaching generic skills has been to isolate and
identify some aspects of human problem-solving behavior and to describe how they are taught.
In the classrooms we observed, these skills—problem recognition, generation of solution paths,
evaluation, repair, and s0 on—were, for the most part, taught implicitly and comprised a rela-
tively small portion of the instructional “package.” However, the human information process-
ing model and other cognitive science ressarch on the learning process provide several para-
digms that seem intuitively applicable to teaching generic skills. For example, this ressarch
emphasises the importance of bringing tacit cognitive processss, like problem recognition and
evaluation, into the open where students can obeerve, enact, and practice them with help from
the teacher and other students (Collins, Brown, and Newman, 1960). If Ms. Adams followed
this principle in her teaching, she might have simply named the different problem-solving steps
in designing the house and discussed how these steps apply to other types of problems as well.

We see the typical lag between theory formulation and its application. Although cogni-
tive scisnce ressarch is certainly influencing the content and method of instruction in some
subject aress, its impact on teaching has been minimal overall! The cognitive science perspec-
tive has been abeent in most ressarch in vocational education (Adelman, 1989), although
current efforts have been made .0 examine its relevance for vocational education reforms (cf.
Raisen, 1980). This seems an important priority for cognitive science researchers, who have
}timarily studied academic subject areas and classrooms. Vocational educators can speed the
theory-to-practice transfer by applying known ressarch findings from the cogmitive science
literature to the development of teaching practices.?

The findings from this exploratory study also suggest that elementary and high school
students are in need of training to acquire dispositions and attitudes that will serve them well

18g9, for cxample, Currisiium end Evelustion Standards for School Methemetics, The National Council of Teachers
Mathomatics, Reston, Virginia, March 1980.
Ruth

Center

of

Thomes and her colleagues ot the University of Minnesota are currently conducting several studies for the
National for Ressarch in Vocational Educetion (NCRVE) that focus on the application of cogaitive science
principles 0 vooational education.
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in the world of work. Vocational (and other) teachers should consider explicitly managing the
learning of these skills as well, rather than teaching them “behind the scenes.” The vocational
teachers in this study had both implicit and explicit ways to teach and model these disposi-
tions, but their methods were guided by their own workplace experience rather tlun any formal
models.

Different types of new research are needed to improve teachers’ ability to impart impor-
tant dispositions and motivate students to learn in the classroom and work effectively on the
job. How can teachers help students develop perseverance for difficult tasks, pride in work
accomplished, and a desire to be part of a collaborative team? In our study, teachers created a
learning environment that supported a “mastery-oriented” response in students (cf. Dweck and
Loggett, 1988). However, our study design could not determine which students were already
self-motivated and which were changing their behavior in response to the teacher or situstion.
Further research might measure students’ motivational style and track how they respond to
motivational contingencies in the learning environment. Other studies might try to manipulate
factors that contribute to student motivational styles and see how this affects behavior. An
experiment by Dweck, Tenney, and Dienes (cited in Dweck and Leggett, 1988), for example,
showed that children’s implicit theories of intelligence can be modified to positively affect the
goals they choose in a task, but it remains to be seen to what extent this can be done with
older students in regular classroom situations. A third study, also suggested by social cognition
theory, might determine which situational factors can override or alter existing predispositions
to produce more adaptive motivational behaviors that support learning. A teacher might

emphasise, for exampls, that trying a difficult task (showing effort) will count as much as final
performance on the task. This might encourage students to adopt a learning goal, provided
that their predisposition toward an entity view of intelligence is not too strong (cf. Dweck and
Leggeti, 1968).

A potantially powerful way to study the interplay of generic skills and dispositions, then,
would be to adopt a perspective that combines theory and findings from both cognitive science
and social cognition as a way to analyzs patterns of cognition-affect-behavior in classrooms or
other task-oriented situations.

Our study also indicates that certain contextual factors influence teaching of generic
skills. These teachers, for example, had the autonomy to balance the teaching of domain-
specific knowledge and skill requirements with generic skills, and to employ nontraditional
instructional and evaluation methods. It is difficult to tell how much of what we obeerved
rested on the characteristics of these particular teachers and their educational philosophy.
Future ressarch might examine, for example, how much of successful teaching of generic skills
reliss on teacher experiences and educational philosophy, by studying ¢sachers who differ in
these respects. Research should also examine under what conditions teachers have autonomy.
Teachers in our study, for example, had autonomy becsuse they were outaide the educational
mainstream. Policies to “bring them in” might work against that autonomy and actually
decrease their ability to innovate.

TEACHING DIVERSE STUDENT POPULATIONS

Recently, much attention has been paid to the i>reasing diversity of the student popula-
tion. Immigration, shifting demographics, and other societal and economic factors have con-
tributed to many kinds of changes that schools must address. In Californis, for example,
209,000 immigrant students (51 percent of the nation’s total student immigrant population)
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were enrolled in the 1986-87 school year. In the past decade, the number of limited-English-
proficient (LEP) students has more than doubled (California State Department of Education,
1968). Ethnic and cultural diversity can strain long-held beliefs about students and schooling
and challenge school norms. As one teacher put it, “It's not ‘Leave it to Beaver’ out there
anymore.” The local school district has held workshops on diversity, but teechers report that
they don't really provide useful methods for coping in the classroom. Ms. Adams believed that,
for the most part, teachers in her school are “looking for excellence, for . ollege-bound
behavior . . . for high SAT scores. So they give the ESL [English as a second language] kids
busywork, don't challenge them, aren’t willing to bring discussion down to the students’ level
of understanding, and aren’t willing to compromise.”

In our view, one interesting quality of the instructional practice in the vocational class-
rooms was its appropriatensss for teaching a diverse group of students. Ms. Adams’s class
mixed students out of their academic or vocational “tracks,” since it included college-bound
students fulfilling a fine arts requirement as well as students hoping to acquire job skills. The
class was predominately Anglo, but it included Hispanic, black, Asian, and other minority stu-
dents. Several were ESL or LEP students.

Several aspects of instruction seemed well-suited to thiz diverse group. Rather than
requiring uniform performance standards, for example, teachors assessed individual student
progress. In the case of group work, they also determined a student’s contribution to the
group. In addition, students had some freedom in their choice of projects or of tasks within
projects, which allowed them to tailor their activities to suit their talents or interests. Mas.
Adame also formed diffsrent groups with an eye toward their diversity. For example, she has
formed teams combining English-speaking and ESL students and a team made up exclusively
of students with limited English proficiency (two students from Mezico, two from China, and
one from Japan). '

In addition, the apprenticeship and tutoring aspects of the teaching we observed seemed
well suited to student diversity. The apprenticeship model, in particular, has long been aseoci-
ated with vocational education. Traditional apprenticeship methode—coaching, scaffolding,
modeling—promote “learning through guided experience,” and they are embedded in a sacial
context that supports learning to solve suthentic domain problems. Successful apprenticeship
activity requires the master to carefully structure the learning environment to support the
apprentice’s learning; this, in turn, requires careful consideration of the individual student’s
needs. As described in Sec. IV, these aspects of spprenticeship were quite evident in the voca-
tional classrooms we visited.

Recent ressarch in cognitive science on the process of learning has re-examined the tradi-
tional spprenticeship approach and proposed the notion of “cognitive apprenticeship® (Collins,

{ Brown, and Newman, 1969). This work goes beyond traditional notions of apprenticeship by
" making the pedagogy of the apprenticeship approsch more explicit for teachers and by extend-
ing the traditional model beyond the learning of manual skills. Further ressarch might com-
bine these models of apprenticezhip to examine their usefulness for teaching diverse student
populations. Quistions for further research include: How can apprenticeships be structured to
verve diverse students in a large classroom setting? Can apprenticeship techniques be applied
to teaching domain-specific knowledge and skills and generic skills, in addition to complex
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physical processes and skills? What kinds of skills do teachers (vocational or otherwise) or
students need to play the “master” role in apprenticeship arrangements?

INTEGRATING ACADEMIC AND VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

Finally, our research led us to speculate sbout recent reforms calling for the integration of
academic and vocational education as one way to restructure education to better meet the
needs of all students. In the spirit of reform, both vocational and academic educators search
for ways to integrate curriculum, but from somewhat different perspectives. Vocational educa-
tors have responded to recent legislation and external criticism by developing and implement-
ing new courses and programs (cf. Grubb et al., 1990; Adelman, 1989). Many of these have the
flavor of making vocational education “more academic.” The California Peninsula Acalemies
model, for example, combines the core academic curriculum with technical instruction in a par-
ticular occupational field (cf. Stern et al,, 1888). Other solutions go beyond teaching the basic
three Rs to encompass a broader range of skills, such as thinking and problem solving (e.g.,
Adelman, 1889).

Academic school reformers, on the other hand, have been motivated by the poor perfor-
manoe of schoolchildren and advances in cognitive science research to make academic learning
more meaningful for all students and, at the same time, better prepare all students for the
world of work. Although the term “integration” is not typically applied to reforms in academic
education practice, new curriculum and theoretical approaches have the flavor of making
scademic instruction “more vocational.” Models of cognitive apprenticeship (discuseed above),
for example, draw heavily from studies of traditional vocational apprenticeship training (e.g.,
Lave, 1977) and recommend dwmineonhxhthnunnthowumllwmm
ally be used (e.g., Collins, Brown, and Newman, 1968).

In short, both academic and vocational educators have much to contribute to the design
of integrated educational practice. One aspect of curriculum reform common to both is the
need to improve students’ abilities to reason, think, and solve problems. That is, both see
“generic skills” as important learning skills for students “in school and out”—from school to
the workplace or throughout one's life.

If this is one goal of integration, then we might envision a model of integration besed on
teaching generic skills and dispositions to all students in both academic and vocational clase-
rooms. While the present study represents a first step in articulating that model, more
ressarch is clearly needed. Future research should analyse the acquisition and teaching of tar-
got generic skills and dispositions in both vocational and academic classrooms. Several impor-
tant questions remain with respect to teaching these akills, particularly in academic settings.
The vocational teachers’ spproach was to teach generic skills in the context of an “suthentic”
problem, carrisd out cooperatively by a team of students. In addition, teachers structured the
classroor « rules and expectations to resemble, as much as possible, an actual working environ-
ment. It is not clear to what extent these festures of instruction depend on the subject area.
For example, it is possible that this approach, and other specific teaching practices used in
interior design (e.g., micro-epprenticeship and tutoring instead of lecturing), may not generalise
well to mathematics or English instruction.

Another issue conosrns the importance of workplace experience for teaching some impor-
tant dispositions or for ezecuting some instructional spproaches. The teachers in this study
had real-life experience in the “culture of practice” that provides knowledge and understand-
ings valued by practitioners. This form of expertise is just as important as skill in performing
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tasks and solving problems in the workplace. It is part of what constitutes the practice of
expert work, as well as what the expert (or master craftaman) imparts to the novice (or
apprentice). Thus, the expert can teach or model both skills and attitudes. It is not clear to
what extent the culture of practice is developed through real work experience. Furthermore, it
is hard to imagine the analog to the culture of practice in an academic domain, although some
argue that good mathematics instruction includes an understanding of how mathematics is
done by mathematicians—the culture of the “mathematician” (e.g., Schoenfeld, 1987). It is
possible that some lessons for sucosssfully adapting to the workplace “culture of practice™—
such as taking responsibility for one’s own behavior or making independent decisions—are
move easily incorporated into teaching in vocational than in academic classrooms.

As a final recommendation, future ressarch to develop a modsl of teaching generic skills
for all students—or to address other questions presented in this section—should analyse the
. acquisition and teaching of target skills at a level that will inform curriculum development and
teacher training. Broad descriptions of needed workplace skills are not enough. Since teachers
have the ultimate responsibility for carrying out any curricular reforms, ressarch must aim to
inform teachers’ practice.



Appendix

SUMMARY OF SELECTED LITERATURE

To identify the scope and content of previous ressarch on “generic skills,” we searched
the cognitive science, vocational ducation, training, and workplace literatures. We summarizse
some findings from these sources in Sec. II. We discovered that not only was terminology
diverse, the types of items included under this “generic” umbrella varied greatly. For example,
the lists of generic skills were labelled “generalizable skills,” “attributes,” “talents,” “transfer-
able skills,” and “occupational adaptability skills.” Moreover, the content within lists included
basic skills (i.e., math, reading, writing), thinking and problem-solving skills, attitudes and
dispositions, creativity, and physical attributes.

This appendix displays the results of this search as a referenced list of workplace skills
considered domain general, plus a notation identifying the setting involved (secondary, postsec-
ondary, workplace, etc.) and the sample (teachers, administrators, adult workers, etc.).
Greenan's (1984) entry includes sources that he cites in his review. |
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“generalisable” skills:
Msthematice

Communications
Interpersonal relations
Reasoning

Aptituds in verbal comprehension,
arithmetic reasoning, manual dexterity

Interest/tymperament

Job-related competencies
Writing

i

g
2

Workplace

Workplace

Workplace

Workplace

Workplace

Trade/

Teachers

Wiant, 1977

Gresnan, 1983

Gresnan, 1984

(cites Mecham and McCormick,

1960)
Greesnan, 1984

(cites Marquardt and McCormick,

1972)

Gresnan, 1984
(cites Cunningham, 1971)

Gresnan, 1984 :
(cites Taylor, 1973)

Gresnan, 1984
(cites Wiant, 1977)

Gresnan, 1984
(cites Howell, 1977)
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“Generic Skill”

Sample

Reference

Lagible handwriting
Accurats, fast srithmetic calculation
Spell common nouns
Familiar with job names
Understand/interpret info presented
by phone alone
Communicate an sttitude of interest/
~ bhelpfulness .
Porform simultaneous tasks
Fexibility in changing work strategies
under various supervisory/reward conditions
Apply rules to new ezamples
Apply multiple procedurel rules in a
classification task ‘
Listening and talking
Construet learning/job aids to guide
learning and performance

Adult literacy skills:
Communication (read, write, speak,
listen)

Workpiace

Workplace

Workplace

Able t0 know where and how to access
informetion

Commit knowledge to memory

Resall information accurstely

Ideatify information needed for
cooupational tasks

Use knowledge in decision making and
problem selving

Create new knowiedge as result of
synthesising existing knowledge

Ocoupetional survival skills: Vocational/
Working in organisations career
Understanding self
Motivation for work
Interperecasl relations
Effsetive communication -

Using creativity ot work
Copiag with ecafliet
Coping with change

Adepting and planning for the future

(broad range
of oocupations)

74

Greenan, 1964
(cites Short, Dotts, Short,
and Bradley, 1674)

Gresnan, 1984
(cites Northeutt, 1875)

Greenan, 1984
(cites Miguel, 1977)

Greenan, 1984

" (cites Neloon, 1979)



“Generic Skill" Setting Sample Reference

Work adaptation skills (or “aspects”): Workplace - Greenan, 1984
Organisational (cites Ashley, Cellini, Faddio,
Performance ‘Pearison, Wiant, and Wright,
Interpersonal 1980)

Consumer sconomic skills: - General Greenan, 1984
Consumer power adult (cites Sels, 1980;
Money management population Sels and Coleman, 1980;
Consumer finance Sels, Jones, and Ashley, 1980)
Ooccupstional adaptability skills: :
Good work attitude
Manage one's own time and activity

Group problem-solving skills: Workplace/ Firms Pratser and Russell, 1984
Interpersonal high-involvement, with known
Group process participative QWL reputation
Problem solving work esettings

Business operstions

Managament

Statistical quality control
Introduction to “quality of work life"

QWL activities: Workplace Firms Pratser and Rusesl, 1964
" Teamwork with known

Cooperative diagnosis QWL reputation

Making informed judgments about multiple
outoomes and realitiss

Thinking skills: Public - Stern, Hoachlander, Choy, and
“Ues theiz heads at work” secondary Benson, 1985
Aoquire information schools
Communicate
Teamwork

Active inquiry

Critical thinking skills: - - Starnberg, 1985
Recognition that a problem exists
Definition of real-world, ill-structured

peobleme
Identify limited information and seek
requisite information
Understand that solution depends on
oontext

Define goals in ill-defined situations
Group problem-solving skille




Reference

Handle unpredictable and nonroutine Public -
Experience bow generic principles and schools

Listen to and analyse arguments
Gatber information and know how to use it

Reason, analysis, and reflection
Problem solving Secondary -

Knowledge scquisition voc od
Self-management

!
|
;

!
|
!

Systematic and abetract knowledgs . Workplace

¥
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Oakes, 1968

Resnick, 1987b

Chipman, 1988

Garretson, 1988

Shanker, 1988

Michigan Employability
Skills Task Force, 1968

Raisen, 1960
(cites Lavin, 1968)
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